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Introduction

This report examines the evolution and impact of women's organizations in Cambodia.  It

serves as a preliminary survey for the Cambodia portion of a multi country study initiated

the USAID'S Center for Information and Evaluation to assess women's contributions to

democratization and development in societies long conflicted by war.  The policy

component of the report serves to examine USAID's assistance to organizations and its

potential to support and strengthen gender equity in  development and democratization

processes.  

The report explains how women's organizations have individually and collectively

confronted socio-economic and political problems that have emerged in the aftermath of

two decades of war and social upheaval.  The auto-genocide of the Khmer Rouge

revolution of the 1970s and the civil war and foreign occupation of the 1980s have

generated complex impacts on gender relations in Cambodian society,  many of which are

not sufficiently recognized, understood, or addressed by government and NGO policy

makers.  Women's organizations, therefore, have the potential to play pivotal roles in

confronting and publicizing the issues of gender relations in the areas of social and

political equity, domestic violence, trafficking of women and children, and more generally,

in the political transition of democratization. 

The fieldwork for the project was conducted in Phnom Pen hover a 30 day period in

October 1998.  The methodology consisted of two main components:  in-depth Khmer-

language interviews conducted with over 25 key women and men representing women's

organizations,  media ,government ministries, religious movements, and international

donor agencies ; and a survey of archival, government, NGO and academic materials in

Khmer, English and French which are relevant to the subject of women and gender in



     It was not possible to interview political leaders since the survey was undertaken during a time of
political turmoil following the July 1998 elections when the formation of the government was postponed
and many opposition politicians had left the country for security reasons.  However, the authors previous
research and interviews from 1997 will be drawn upon to fill this gap.

      Report by the Cambodia Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Phnom Penh, October
1998.  The research consultant documented several of these cases during her tenure as analyst with the
UN Centre for Human Rights, June-September 1998.

Cambodia. 1  

This study was carried out during a time of  unprecedented political expression by

university and high school students, Buddhist monks and nuns, women market sellers, 

cyclo and taxi drivers,  peasants and urban dwellers, who spontaneously and consistently

joined daily demonstrations in front of the National Assembly, the United States Embassy,

the Ministries of Information and Interior and the Olympic Stadium, as well as city-wide

marchers in August and September.  Initially the demonstrations were organized by the

political opposition parties, and attended by their political members.  But when opposition

leaders, faced with the threat of arrest or worse, went into hiding, ordinary Cambodians

took to the streets themselves in numbers unprecedented in modern Cambodian history. 

The demonstrations were held to protest political intimidation and violence which marred

the 1998 internationally observed and sanctioned elections, the results of which were

contested by the protesters and their supporters country-wide.  The demonstrations were

eventually crushed by government police and army units, and at least 38 demonstrators,

including monks, were victims of extra-judicial killing.2  

While violently suppressed, this historic illustration of a democratization process served to

reinforce one of the key lessons of this study:  that NGOs, and particularly women's NGOs

are the key builders of civil society in Cambodia--in spite of and in response to long years

of one-party rule based on a communist political system, on the one hand, and in contrast

to the political opinions of the international community, in this instance.  In other words,

the men and women active in women's and human rights NGOs are providing the voices

and the political visions of empowerment of the rural and urban underclasses, the

politically dispossessed, and the ethnically and sexually marginalized groups in Cambodian



society.  While it could be argued that these voices are often congruent with or inspired by

movements outside the nation's borders, and to some extent dependent upon them for

domestic survival,  they also reflect the particular conditions of Cambodian society.

It was an inspiring and riveting time to be in Cambodia.  We wish to thank all of those

people who shared their ideas, concepts and points of view during the conduct of this

study, many of whom, are risking much in the struggle for social and gender equity.



      The author i s currently writing a book about Cambodian women, gender and nationalist movements
which includes a history of women's organizations from the early French period to the 1990s.  For
preliminary results of research carried out for the book in 1996 , see"Women, Power and the State," paper
presented at the international conference, "Cambodia: Power, Myth and Memory", Monash University,
Australia, December 1996.

      Historical amnesia is not restricted to women's organizations, however, since scholarly research by local
Cambodian scholars on political periods, particularly those covering the war years is taboo.  By way of
illustration, there is only one Khmer-language history book on the post-war period in the library of the
University of Phnom Penh, a polemical treatment of the Khmer Rouge, written by Prime Minister Hun
Sen.   Works by foreign scholars on Cambodian history are available in Phnom Penh markets as
unauthorized translations.

Chapter 1: The Emergence of Women's Organizations 

War has crippled Cambodian historical memories  of women's participation in national

development.  When asked about pre-war women's organizations, Cambodians today will

say they simply did not exist before the 1980s, or at the earliest, in the 1970s when the

Khmer Rouge communist movement swept to power and decreed equality between men

and women.

However, in the rarely used national archives, sitting in dusty folders, are Khmer-language

documents dating from as early as the 1940s which tell a different story. These documents

provide clues of an active and progressive women's movement that molded and was

molded by changing notions of sex roles and gender relations during various periods of

modern Cambodian history.3  At times, this women's movement lacked coherency,

consistency  and leadership.  At other times it was smothered or consumed by the

conflicting politics of kingship, ethno-nationalism and communism that engulfed Cambodia

in long years of war from the 1960sto the 1990s.  Yet the historical record leaves no

doubt that women were active players  in Cambodia's political, economic and social

development during the pre and post-war years of this century.  It is the

case,unfortunately,  that through no fault of their own,  the historical amnesia so

characteristic of women's organizations of today has prevented them from forming a

consciousness and indigenous identity linked to women's movements and organizations

that were active in past decades, and even centuries.4  One  result of this is that in some



        These controversial issues are examined in greater depth in Chapter 4.

      Kate Frieson, "Guardian Angels: Women in Khmer Nationalist Discourses",  unpublished paper
presented at the Association of Asian Studies, Washington, D.C., March 1998.

cases, women's organizations view themselves as being dependent upon or subservient to

their ideological goals and funding objectives of international agencies and their foreign

advisors.5

Women's organizations first emerged in the late colonial period in Cambodia, when

French-educated Cambodian intellectuals  influenced by European notions of "civilization"

in vogue in the 1940s, assembled a writer's group for one of the first Khmer-language

newspapers, Kampuchea.   Becoming literate enabled women to negotiate their claims to

the public domains of power, a privilege that had been up to then exclusively male apart

from a select group of palace women.   This group of women writers scorned the

“uncivilized” Khmer customs that prohibited secular and religious schooling for girls. 

They argued that in order to advance on par with nations in Europe,  and for women to

become modern, it was crucial for the Cambodian government to establish secular

education for girls that would reach deep into the vast  impoverished countryside. 

By the time of Cambodia’s independence from France in 1954,  arguments in favor of

expansion in rights for women’s were voiced by a small group of politically conservative,

elite urban women, many with family connections to King Sihanouk's political circle of

ministers and advisors.6   In 1958, the first national women's organization was established

in Phnom Penh, the Women's Friendship Association, under royal sponsorship, with the

goals of promoting a nationalist consciousness and supporting the newly independent

Cambodian state.  The Association's political ambitions were modest, advocating that

wives of political leaders should play supportive and secondary roles in politics rather than

become leaders themselves in national affairs.  These modest ambitions were tucked in the

folds of the modernist project that was sweeping the globe in the late 1950s, as illustrated

by the Association's first appeal to its members: 



     Khmer Women's Friendship Association--Appeal of the Association", April1958.  Housed in the
National Archives of Cambodia.  Translation by author.

      Chea Um, President of the Women's Association, quoted from document entitled, "Khmer Women's
Friendship Association--Appeal of the Association", April 1958.  Housed in the National Archives of

All Women in Cambodia!

The Khmer Women's Friendship Association has the following educational intentions for
women:
1) Respect the Nation, Religion, King
2) Follow the leadership of the Preah, Father of Independence
3) Protect women's rights from destruction, and seek ways to carry out complete rights
for women
4) Help educate citizens of both sexes before or after marriage on the five moral principles
which are useful for a newlywed couple
5) Future brides and grooms who live in towns or near the capital should see a doctor for
a medical check up before the wedding ceremony
6) Khmer women need instruction in how to dress appropriately in various situations
7) Seek ways to eliminate prostitution 
8) Women volunteers are needed to help train women in the countryside about their
obligations as women in an independent country.  They should know how to love their
country.  This activity will be borne by the Women's Association budget.
9)Women's Association undertakes to prepare food for the reception of foreign guests of
the government.  But the Association request financial assistance for this from the Royal
Government in addition to that provided by the Association which helps the nation.
The Women's Association also makes fruit beverages made from orange, mango,
pineapple, sugar-palm, sugar-cane and so forth in order to help save the national budget.
10)Develop the country through just and peaceful means
11) Develop well-being but not at the expense of others7

Chea Um,the Association's president provided the closing editorial,  emphasizing the need

to stay loyal to the patriarchal system of royalism, placing thenation's needs before those

of female emancipation: 

I would like to inform you all that our country needs peace, well-being and prosperity that
will come from communication, hygiene, studies of civilization and development like other
civilized countries.  We don't want to see dishonesty or bad behavior. For this reason we
would like to invite all of you to be our members because our association does not belong
to any political party inside or outside the country.  We are independent neutral women,
following the King, the father of independence with just and peaceful means based on the
teachings of Buddha. 8  



Cambodia.  Translation by author.

      Author's interviews with her former student Suan Champu,  Phnom Penh, 1997.

      Pol Pot died on April  15 1998; Ieng Sary is still living, and has been granted political amnesty by King
Sihanouk.  The Khieu sisters are still living, although it is said that Ponnary had a nervous breakdown in
1975 and has never recovered.

It was not until the spread of the Vietnam war to Cambodia in the late 1960s, that a

politically radical movement of women took shape in the form of the women's wing of the

Communist Party of Kampuchea (CPK).   Little is known about the women's wing of the

CPK or of its shadowy president,  Khieu Ponnary, recognized more as being the wife of

Khmer Rouge leader Pol Pot than for her own leadership role in the party and its women's

wing.  In the 1950s,Ponnary was a literature teacher at the Lycée Sisowath,  loved and

respected by her students, several of whom still remember her with adoration in spite of

her relationship to one of the twentieth centuries most reviled political leaders.9  She

studied in Paris in the late 1950s and joined a Marxist circle there along with other Khmer

intellectuals.   In 1963, she fled from Phnom Penh along with Pol Pot, 

her sister, Ieng Thirith, and Thirith's husband, top ranking Khmer Rouge leader Ieng Sary,

and lived in the maquis, slowly building up a revolutionary movement which took  power

in1975.10  

Khieu Ponnary headed the women's wing of the Communist Party of Kampuchea (CPK)

during and after the war years which was modeled on the Vietnamese Women's

Association.  This mass-based organization wa sprimarily responsible for organizing

women's support for the revolutionary movement as it took shape in the early 1970s, and

gradually taking on important rear-guard roles in the military conflict against the Phnom

Penh regime.  

The Khmer Rouge promised to eradicate sources of oppression in Khmer society,including

those related to traditional  concepts of gender relations based on ancient chbap, or laws

of behaviour.  In the classical chbap  literature detailing the roles of couples, men are



       See for example, Khmer Customs and Traditions, Phnom Penh,1962, which provides detailed conduct
codes, including what women should and should not wear according to age, social rank and occasion.

     Author's interview with 44 year old male, Siem Reap, April 1997.

      Author's inter view with 59 year old district chief, Pradak village, Siem Reap, April 1997.

expected to earn the wages to look after the family, while women are expected to run the

household, take care of the children and provide amorally correct environment for the

family's well-being.11   While there has always been contestation and pushing of such

boundaries,  gender relations within the family were nevertheless socially constructed

around a dichotomy of private and public spheres of responsibility for men and women.   

The exigencies of the bloody civil war made division of roles strategically important. 

Young women fought in the trenches, dispatched messages to the front lines, and portered

weapons and supplies to battle destinations.  Moreover, young village women were

strategically organized as a support system for soldiers on the front lines and the rear

areas.  A former Red Khmer male combatant explained:

By 1974, in each battlefield location in Siem Reap there were cells composed of one male
soldier and two female combatants.  The role of the women was to provide moral support
tothe men, encouraging them to keep fighting.  The role of the women was strategically
important because when the Lon Nol soldiers wounded us, one of the women in the
battlefield location would tend to our wounds, and the second woman was needed to take
care of food and so forth.  If there were only men on the battlefield, they would lose their
morale, especially when they saw the wounded and the dead all around them.  But with
women there to look after them, they continued the struggle.12

A former government soldier also recalls this policy, remarking that it helped the Red

Khmers win many battles.  "What I observed from 1973 on was that for every male soldier

there was a female soldier.  The Red Khmer treated the men and women equally.  As for

us, we just got weaker and weaker, we had no support."13  During periods of heavy

fighting, young women were positioned behind the front lines and stood in rows

100meters apart on the rice dikes and roads in order to care for the wounded. Male

medics transported the wounded in hammocks to field hospitals, and women accompanied



     Ibid.

the wounded, fanning them, whispering encouraging words, and keeping them as

comfortable as possible.  "The policy at the time was that only single women took these

posts because they were young and could keep the soldier's spirits up.  There were many

love stories as a result.  And Angkar Loeu  (literally "the high organization", the term the

CPK used it identify itself to the masses)permitted marriages among combatants and gave

us unhusked rice, palm sugar, ducks and chickens for the wedding feasts"14  

The ideological forces underpinning the DK mixed communism with ethno-nationalism,

with tragic results for women and men.   After 1975, the social organization of

independent family units was obliterated,  stripping women of the little autonomy they had

in the pre-revolutionary society.  Set to work "building and defending the Kampuchea

motherland",women and men were given the same difficult labor duties without regard for

physical differences between them.  Work tasks varied according to age. Women over 50

years old were instructed to stay in their hamlets to look after infants.  Married women

over 30 years of age worked along side men in rice agriculture, digging canals, building

dikes, planting and harvesting rice.  Young adolescent girls were formed into mobile

production teams (krom chalat) and sent to work as agricultural laborers. Children were

separated from their parents, inducted into Angkar  , the revolutionary organization, and

taught to report on adults who criticized the revolution.   

With their lives harnessed in the service of the state, women were cut loose from

traditional family structures, many against their will. From one day to the next, women

were deprived of the duties which gave them value and respect in pre-revolutionary

society.  They were denied the bonds of family kinship, torn away from their homes, and

separated from those they loved.  Women's physiological abilities to outlive men had a

psychological toll that associated guilt with survival."We saw that once starvation set in,

men died quickly.  But as for women, we managed to survive under the same conditions. 



      Author's interview with 50 year old Phnom Penh professor, May 1997.

      Although DK announced that the country was 99 percent pure Khmer, there is no conclusive evidence
that the regime carried out executions solely on the basis of race.  See Serge Thion, "Genocide as
aPolitical Commodity," Watching Cambodia, Bangkok: White Lotus, 1993: pp. 170-172.  A contrary view
is put forth by Ben Kiernan, The Pol Pot Regime: Race, Power and Genocide in Cambodia under the
Khmer Rouge,1975-79, Yale University Press, 1996.

But after my children and husband died, I had little will to live." 15  

Some couples managed to live together but there was little energy for sexual intimacy. 

"We were like friends, not husband and wife" several survivors recalled.  Many women

stopped menstruating due to malnutrition and overwork, and few babies were born during

the Khmer Rouge years.   Perhaps out of plan to replenish the ranks of revolutionary

cadre, young people were forced to participate in mass marriage ceremonies.  These

generally loveless unions were presided over by communist cadres who instructed solemn

partners to "join hands and respect Angkar".  Women were to bear children for the

revolution. The racial purity of the revolution was to be thus guarded, although so much

of what Cambodians considered to be Khmer culture was abolished along with Chinese,

Vietnamese, Cham and other minority cultural practices.16  Making a "pure

Khmer"revolution, unmindful of previous revolutionary models or influences was one of

the hallmarks of the DK regime. 

While women were tasked with defending the state's interior racial frontiers, Khmer

Rouge soldiers were dispatched to the Vietnamese border in 1977 and ordered to retake

territory that had once belonged to the Khmer state.  The forays were ill-advised

sinceVietnam's army was much larger and better equipped.  Moreover,  popularsupport

for the revolution had evaporated among ordinary Cambodians during the first year of the

regime, nulling domestic support for foreign policies.  

By 1978, the country's population had been depleted by at least one million due to

starvation, disease and political killings.  DK leaders vented their madness on"enemies of



       See chapter 2, "Les Manoevres etles Methodes Utilisees Par les Vietnamiens pour Annexerand Avaler
le Territoire Du Kampuchea Dans le Passe", Livre Noir,Département de la Presse et de l'Information du
Ministere des AffairsEtrangeres du Kampuchea Democratique, Septembre 1978, p,10.

the revolution" most of whom were innocent civilians whose discontent was equated with

treason.   But foreign "enemies" were also suspected of contaminating the purity of the

revolution.  Among thefar-fetched plots the DK leaders hatched to justify their killings,

was oneblaming Vietnam for using female sexual sorcery to undermine therevolution and

to destroy the Khmer nation.   Citing the example of  theKhmer King Chey Chetta (1618-

1628) who accepted the gift of a Vietnamesewife from the emperor in exchange for

trading rights in Prey Nokor(Saigon), a DK publication concluded:. "The Vietnamese have

oftenused young girls in sordid ways to achieve their annextionist ambitions.Today, they

do not hesitate to apply the same repugnant methods to swallowthe territory of other

countries." 17   There was no other elaboration; the point supposedlyself-evident.  

WhenVietnamese forces invaded Cambodia in late 1978, the population wasgrateful. 

Under the tutelage of the Vietnamese, Khmer communists who hadsplit from the DK in

1977, formed a new regime, the People's Republic ofKampuchea.  The PRK legitimized

itself on the basis of "nationalsalvation" and vowed to prevent the "Pol Pot-Ieng Sary

genocidal clique"from returning to power.   Fears of Vietnamization compelled

otherCambodians to flee to the Thai border where Khmer resistance movementsformed in 

coalition with Khmer Rouge remnant forces.  From1979-1991, nationalist movements

were embroiled in a civil war over theissue of the survival of the Khmer nation.   The PRK

argued that the PolPotists were culpable for genocide while the anti-PRK forces on

theThai border accused the Phnom Penh regime of succumbing to Vietnamization.On

either side, women were trapped as captives in political movements.Women in refugee

camps were beholden to the political leadership of theresistance movements; and women

in Cambodia lived under the grip of acommunist state.  Women's organizations were

formed on both sides of theborder to carry out political objectives of the warring parties.  

The State Women'sAssociation



      Author's  interview, Chhouk Chhim, President of the Women'sAssociation of Cambodia, 6 October
1998, Phnom Penh.

After the overthrow ofthe Pol Pot regime,  the People's Republic of Kampuchea (PRK)

wasestablished on 7 January 1979, with the assistance and military backing ofVietnam. 

The PRK leadership was composed primarily of dissident KhmerRouge members who had

escaped to Vietnam in the late 1970s to set upa resistance movement to topple Pol Pot. 

The PRK functioned as a communiststate with the People's Revolutionary  Party of

Kampuchea (PRPK) as thesole ruling party, heavily dependent upon the Vietnamese

CommunistParty for its ideological blueprints and its state budget.

The PRK encouraged normalizationof Khmer social patterns within the political

framework of a communiststate.  From the party's viewpoint, the institutionalization of

Cambodiansociety was strategically necessary to galvanize support for the waragainst the

Khmer Rouge and other anti-Vietnamese resistancemovements based on the Thai-

Cambodian border in the 1980s.  This meant thatwhile individuals could regroup

themselves into family units, they werenevertheless inducted into various mass

organizations directed by theregime's People's Kampuchean Revolutionary Party.    

In 1979, the National Association of Women forthe Salvation of Kampuchea was

established with a national network ofmembers that extended to the district level.  Branch

offices of the Women'sAssociation were established in all the provinces under the

controlof the state, although there was no funding for specific programs in thefirst few

years of its existence.  Mean Sam An was the director form 1979until1990 when the

Association became detached from thegovernment.18

The Association acted as the women's wing ofthe PRPK, promoting and explaining party

policy to its members andgalvanizing women's support for the war against the Khmer

Rouge and itscoalition partners on the Thai border.  These objectives requiredintense



       Women accounted for 65 per cent of the adult population asof 1995.  See Cambodia's Country Report,
op.cit. p. ii.

      Chanthou Boua, "Women in Today'sCambodia," New Left Review; see also,Cambodia's Country
Report, op.cit. p.ii.

      Author'sinterview with Chhouk Chhim, President of the Women's Association, PhnomPenh, 6 October
1998.

propaganda efforts since the population was depleted of malenumbers, and women were

loathe to send their husbands and sons off towar.19  

Women were the cornerstone of the rebuilding process in manual andblue collar labor

fields as they comprised between 60 and 65 per cent ofthe adult population.20  Women

were prominent in administration, state media andeducation sectors filling positions that

had in previous regimes been maledominated.  Women took up hard physical labor,

working on infrastructureprojects building roads, bridges and ditches that had been

destroyedduring the long war years.  "Women were very enthusiastically entering

theworkforce in the early PRK years," Chhouk Chhim recalled.  "They were notforced to

do this but wanted to participate in rebuilding the country."

There was some resistance frommale colleagues to the massive participation of women in

governmentsectors, according to Chhouk Chhim, "but we took the position that thosewho

looked down on us and thought our capacity was lower than that of mencould be

educated to see the value of women."21

By the mid-1980s, the Women's Association was active as a media organof the

government in its drive to find recruits for an army fighting anincreasingly unpopular  war. 

Its monthly magazine, published in Vietnam,profiled lives of model revolutionary women

who "offered" their sonsto the war effort while engaging the remaining family members in

riceproduction for the state's agricultural collectives.  

The magazine went through severalincarnations, mirroring the political evolution of the



      The Phnom Penh Unicef office kindly allowed me access tothe originals.  

      "Workshop to Evaluate Women's Work for 1990," Neary Kampuchea, #1, 1991.

       Ibid.

PRK.  Firstpublished in 1984, Revolutionary Kampuchean Women wasissued three to

eight times per year, with copy runs up to tenthousand.22 After the Paris Peace Accords of

1991, themagazine's funding was cut drastically and only a few  issues of thepublication

were issued, renamed Kampuchean Women .  Themagazine dealt with "women's issues" as

these were defined by theAssociations membership, but these seem to have been conflated

with thestate's military objectives.  The magazine routinely carried moralitystories

depicting model mothers as those who "with a spirit of purenationalism" sent their "few

remaining sons to serve in the Armed Forces".Model female citizens were featured as

those who "worked tirelessly inagricultural work" so that food could be produced for the

army.   Anarticle covering a workshop convened by the Cambodian Women'sAssociation

to evaluate women's work reported that: "in 1990 , 1,400,000hectares of land were

cultivated by women throughout the country, whichrepresents 75 per cent of the state

quota.  Women of Battambang sent18,500 sacks of rice to the 'Front; women of Siem

Reap sent 140,000 sacksof rice; and 31 women of Banteay Srei district (Siem Reap)

transported foodto the Front on four occasions."  The piece concluded by summarizing

aspeech by CPP Secretary General Chea Sim, who emphasized theimportance of women

in the cause of "Defending and Building the Motherland", urging women to "work hard

and carry out the work assigned by the higherauthorities."23  Anothershort piece, titled

"Model Sacrifices of Neary Deu Yieng for the cause ofthe Motherland" reported that the

56 year old woman from Pursat provinceacted patriotically "out of her belief in the new

regime and her hatred forthe Pol Pot genocidal clique" by sending "a total of five of her

sonsand son-in-laws to serve in the armed forces."  Moreover, this model womanworked "

in the rear base by doing agricultural work and raisingchickens".24  The dry ideological

tone of the magazinemay is well conveyed in the following piece, entitled: "Ms. Krak

YeinPerforms Very Well in the Movement of Defending and Building theCountry":



      Neary Kampuchea, No. 2,1990. 

       By the late 1980s, the populationwas war weary, a factor which figured into the regime's decision to
findpolitical solutions to end the war.  

     Cambodia's Country Report, op. cit., p.25

      Chhouk Chhim, op cit.

Ms. Krak Yein, 46, isthe chief of Information in Boseth district, Kompong Speu. With
politicaltraining she has received from the state and the Party, she sent three sonsto serve
in the armed forces.  Her daughter is in the village militia.  Inthe rear base she ceaselessly
participates in social work and shealso raises animals.  She always provides moral support
to those on thefront lines.  She is loved by everyone in the base[village].25 

As the wardragged on, slogans entreating women to "build and defend the

motherland"increasingly fell on deaf ears.26   Further,  the Women'sAssociation was

severely constrained by its lack of power within thedecision-making structures.  In short it

had no authority to advancewomen's issues outside of those considered strategically

imperative.  TheSecretariat of State for Women's Affairs acknowledged this weaknessin its

1994 report:

TheWomen's Association of Cambodia, in theory, had the mandate and theauthority to
promote the advancement of women.  Its representatives,however had little success in
influencing policies and programs to enhancewomen's positions in the workplace. They
were not given the practicalmeans i.e.. training and resources, and did not receive much
support formthe authorities to fulfill their mandate.  There was not much room
formaneuvering or lobbying within the structure of a one-party system, whoseperiod in
power was characterized by a protracted war.27

From 1988, the Women'sAssociation had relied almost exclusively on income it received

from theUNDP which had rented one of its offices.  But with insufficient

governmentfunding, the Association declined in activities and popularity by the early1990s

at a time when Cambodia's protracted civil war was coming to anegotiated settlement. 

The government decided to end funding for theAssociation, partly as Chhouk Chhim

explains, because by 1992, "the need toprotect the motherland had stopped."28After the

1993 United Nations organized elections, co-Minister of theInterior Sar Kheng and



      SeeAppendix A, List of Women's Orgnanizations in Cambodia. Addresses andtelephone numbers are
current as of the report date.

Secretary of State Sok An, both high ranking CPPofficials, asked the Women's

Association to decide whether its memberswished to become a non-governmental

organization or remain with thegovernment.  Most of the staff opted out of the

government and eithercreated or sought employment in the NGO sector.

In 1993, the newly constituted Royal Government createdthe Ministry of Women's Affairs

to replace the Women's Association.  Manyformer Association members, 

including those in the provincial offices were streamlined into newministry.  UNICEF,

which had been a main funder of the Women's Associationsprojects in 17 provinces also

moved its funding to the new ministry.  "Thismeant we were left with nothing, not a thing,

" Chhouk Chhimrecounted.  The Women's Association  remains located in an

unrestoredFrench era colonial villa although there are no signs of activity.  Fewstaff

remain and struggle to survive on a total budget which in 1996amounted to approximately

$30,000.  As for the Association's future,its president had little to say.  With tears in her

eyes, she explained, "Ionly want women to be happy. We try to do wherever does not

upset thegovernment, so this means we try to get funds to build wells, schoolsand to

continue to help build the country.  There is no future planningright now without funds

but I still want to develop women's resources forthe country.  But we cannot compete

with NGOs anymore."

According to estimates of conducted for thisreport in late 1998, there are twelve active

women's organizations based inPhnom Penh which can be classified as NGOs and 7 others

which are mostlysingle-program oriented and based in the provinces.29   There

isconsiderable variation in the type and scope of programming, outreach tothe

countryside, and access to funding sources among these organizations.



In spite of the relatively shorthistory of these women's organizations, most of which

started five yearsago or less, and which have been operating in an unstable

politicalenvironment since 1993,  formal and informal linkages have been made witheach

other, and with international NGOs, government, politicalparties and civil society

organizations.  A formal linkage has beenestablished among the women's organizations

through monthly meetings of theNGO Forum for Women convened at the offices of the

CooperationCommittee for Cambodia (CCC) in central Phnom Penh.  The CCC

wasestablished in 1991 to facilitate communication among NGOs in Cambodia.Its offices

include meeting rooms and a comprehensive library of CambodianNGO and INGO-

produced reports, NGO listings and meeting schedules, agrowing number of titles

addressing issues of development in a variety ofsectors and regions of the world, and a

fairly comprehensive library onCambodian history, politics, economics and culture.  The

NGO Forum of Womenis organized and chaired by the Gender and Development 



       The natureof USAID support and the impact of these linkages are addressed in Chapter4.

Program for Cambodia which is playing a key role innetwork building and resource

development among women's organizations andNGOs in Cambodia.

Linkagesand relationships with international agencies have been established mainlythrough

workshops and meetings hosted and organized by funders.  Withrespect to USAID funded

organizations, USAID program officers work in closeliaison with the directors and staff of

the women's organizations inmatters of programming and budget planning.30

Linkages with civilsociety organizations such as the large human rights sector in

Cambodia andwith the Buddhist community of monks and lay priests have grown in the

pasttwo years, in part due to advancements in communications technology in thecountry

as a whole.  In the past, communications had to done bycourier as there were very few

telephone land lines and an inadequate andfrequently cut electrical supply.  However, in

the past two years, therehave been enhanced technical abilities of NGOs to network

andcommunicate with each other and the outside world via email, land lines andmobile

phones.   

A secondfactor in the linkages among women's NGOs and the wider community of

INGOs,government and civil society organizations is the rapid pace of

politicaldevelopment  in Cambodia since the end of the civil war in the early 1990s,and the

roles that NGOs have defined for themselves in this process.Political initiatives for

democratization, human rights, labor rights andpeace, among others,  have brought

various sectors of the Khmer NGOcommunityin contact with each other, including

women's organizations, since it is this sector which is taking the lead in formingnon-

partisan avenues for the expression of social justice issues inCambodia, and finding

appropriate avenues to bring these issues to theattention of lawmakers, government

commissions, the national assemblyand to the international community at large.  



      Thepercentage of National Assembly members dropped from 25% in the 1980s to 6%of the total in
1993.  The current percentage of women elected in the 1998elections remains about the same but final
figures will have to await thenegotiations over seat allocations that were underwayduring the writing of
this report.

Chapter 2

Current Programsand Activities of Women's Associations

This chapter explores how women's organizations haveinterpreted and understood the

gender impacts of the long war years,including problems and opportunities that emerged

for women, and how theseare being addressed programatically and ideologically.

Coinciding with the historic United Nationsbrokered Paris Peace Agreements in 1991, the

State of Cambodia wasundergoing political liberalization that permitted the emergence

forCambodian-managed NGOs for the first time.   Before then, there was aplethora of

international NGOs  and international agencies based inPhnom Penh which had made

significant contributions to Cambodia'sdevelopment needs in agriculture, infrastructure

and to a lesser extent,education.  But it was only in the early 1990s that Cambodian

NGOsemerged, specifically those with mandates in human rights, and women'sissues,

providing women more independence from the state, althoughironically with less formal

representation in it.31  

The first women's NGOs emerged as either breakaways fromthe SOC affiliated Women's

Association, such as the Cambodian Women'sDevelopment Association in 1993, or as re-

constituted women's associationsformerly attached to the Cambodian political resistance

parties basedon the Thai-Cambodian border, such as Khemara for example.  Khemara,

whichmeans Khmer in the Cambodian language, was the first local NGO establishedin

1991.  It was directed for several years by Mu Sochua, aCambodian-American woman

who had worked in Cambodian refugee camps onthe Thai-Cambodian border in the 1980s,

and who moved back to Cambodia toparticipate in a women's forum organized to discuss

women's political rolespeace building and elections that resulted from the 1991 Paris
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PeaceAgreement .  Mu Sochua resigned from Khemara to join the cabinet of

theFUNCINPEC party, acting as the party's leadersspecial advisor on women'saffairs and

in the July 1998 elections, she was elected as a representativeof FUNCINPEC in

Battambang province and currently serves as a Memberof the National Assembly in

Phnom Penh.  32

The burgeoning number of Khmer NGOs addressinggender issues have provided women

with unprecedented opportunities to exertpressure on the state to address issues of social

and politicalempowerment.  For the first time in Cambodia's postwar history, conferences,

seminars and workshops are being organized to study a wide range ofsocial issues  such as

illiteracy,  trafficking of women and children,domestic violence, prostitution and the

spread of HIV aids.  

The particular problems faced by women arereflected in the following statistics and

figures33:

* women make up between 60 and 64% of the adultpopulation and 52% of the total

population

*women constitute 60 per cent of the agricultural workforce and head between25 to 30%

of all households

* womenconstitute 56 per cent of registered voters but only 7 out of 122

NationalAssembly representatives were female (as of Sept 1998)

* 55 % of women are illiterate compared to 79 % for men

* less than 20 % of girls complete schooling;girls comprise only 32 % of enrollments in

high school girls and 15% intertiary levels 
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* 18 per cent of girlsbetween 10 and 14 years old are economically active

*  less than 1 per cent of women use contraception and theaverage woman has 5 children

*  500 out ofevery 100,000 live births will result in a woman's death

The gendered dimensions of Cambodia'sdemographic imbalance stem from several war-

related factors.  First, moremen than women died during the civil war period (1970-75)

due to heavy warcasualties suffered by largely male-armies.  During the Khmer Rouge

years, although women were arrested and executed for political reasons, manymore men

were targeted during the internal purges carried out by thecommunist leadership in the late

1970s and the widespread executions ofpolitical rivals targeted in the months immediately

after the regimecame to power in 1975.34  Due to factors of greaterphysical and

psychological resilience, women were able to surviveconditions of starvation and severe

trauma in the mid-1970s in greaternumbers than men.35  As a result of thedemographic

imbalances, women in the post-war years bore a disproportionateburden to men in family

responsibilities and in agricultural work, thesector where 90 per cent of the population

was based.    Finding food andshelter during the early to late 1980s was a daily struggle

forwidows and female headed households who were forced to take up heavyagricultural

work such as ploughing and pedal-push irrigation that wasusually performed by men in

addition to traditional female work inrice agriculture such as planting, transplanting,

harvesting, milling andmarketing.  Moreover, Cambodia was not food-self-sufficient

throughout the1980s:  600,000 hectares of cultivable land was left unproductive due tothe

lack of agricultural inputs and more generally, due to the factthat country's economic and

social systems were in a state of nearcollapse.36  This meant that women were faced with
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tremendous physicaldemands to meet subsistence needs.  

There were also psychological impacts of these gender role changesstemming from

additional social and economic responsibilities in thepostwar environment which continue

to linger in the 1990s.  For one thing,women feared that undertaking tasks that were

traditionally assignedto men in rural work would defeminize them, and as Mysliwiec

states,"reduce their chances of remarrying in a society with fewmen."37   

Many women are quick to voice concern aboutthe changed nature of relationships

between men and women since the waryears.  "It is as though the war brutalized men,

making them violent, anddisrespectful of women now," one respondent  explained. 

"Before thewar, before Pol Pot, women had status in the family and her parents

couldprotect her if her husband was abusive.  But now families are torn apart,women are

sometimes forced to marry bad men because there are so few tochoose among, and who

can protect these women when things gowrong?"38   Another respondent explained:"Men

now take two or three "wives", spend money on prostitutes, and gambleaway the money

that their wives earn, and women are powerless to doanything because they are afraid of

not having a husband.  For a woman tobe single in Cambodian society is not socially

acceptable so wethink, wrongly, that it is better to be married to a bad 

man, than not be married at all."39    Chantou Boua noted that loneliness, lack ofmarriage

prospects and the guilt bearing down on survivors combined toproduce widespread

psychological depression among women.  Boua noted"widows talking obsessively about

their husbands, who were killed byPol Pot forces. They talk about memories of earlier,

happier days, aboutthe dreadful Pol Pot period, about the abduction and killing of

theirhusbands.  It seems that tragically, many women will never forget themoment when

their husbands were taken away or were shot or clubbed todeath.  These traumatic
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experiences haunt them and some women will neverrecover..."40  

Due to thewidespread nature of these traumas, and the grave impact on Cambodianfamily

and social relations,  many women organizations in the 1990s haveembarked on

community projects and media campaigns to educate women and mento think in new ways

about subjects which are now part of the 1990ssocial discourse:  domestic violence,

prostitution and Aids, women's rightsas human rights,  gendered social constructions of

marriage, familyrelations, and their negative impacts on women.  However, the reality is

that women continue to be marginalized and powerless in Cambodiansociety and it will be

several years before the impacts of programstargeting gender issues will truly have an

impact in changing society-wideconceptions and understandings of women as an

underclass.  

Social  Empowerment

Socialempowerment is one of the most pressing needs for women in Cambodia as thewar

years have militarized society, valorized males in battle, and as aresult of skewed

demographic patterns, largely eclipsed cultural practicesthat had in-built protection for

women in their relations with mensuch as bilateral kinship systems and wealth brought to

the bride inmarriage and uxorilocality in residence patterns.41    Today,many women in

their 30s and 40s complain about their husbands having twowives, sometimes more, and

also with their partners regularly visitinghouses of prostitution which are in most

neighborhoods, even very poorareas.  The impact of these changes has been a devastating

loss ofsocial value and respect.  As Sam Monnyka, a lawyer for the CambodiaDefenders



       Quoted in Anugraha Palan, Women in theMedia in Cambodia, Phnom Penh 1995, 28.

Project explained, women have become sexualized and objectifiedin today's society: 

"There is a stereotyped idea of women as a flower,[pretty to look at but] not something

meaningful.  Society does notbelieve that women have equal rights or that they are useful

for thenation."42

 

In order to tackle these problems,women's organizations have established myriad

programs to accomplish threeinter-related goals: 1) economic self-sufficiency so that

women can removethemselves from unhappy marriage unions;  2) social dignity andself-

worth needed to handle psychological traumas of war;  and 3)legal means to challenge

discriminatory practices and enforceconstitutional guarantees of gender equality .  

For many women's NGOs, the most urgent goal is meeting theimmediate needs of

hundreds of thousands of women in dire economiccircumstances who suffer from

gendered dimensions of poverty.   Khemara,for example, is one of the most active local

NGOs in Cambodia withactivities in literacy training, community-based health services, 

andfamily support programs for very poor women and children who have limitedkinship

support systems, and women ostrasized by society because ofphysical or mental health

problems.  

Several other women's organizations provide temporaryshelters for physically abused

women, those seeking escape from forcedprostitution, and HIV positive women who have

been spurned by theirfamilies.   The Project Against Domestic Violence (PADV) engages

inresearch, advocacy, and public education about physical abuse of women intheir homes

as well as providing emergency accommodation for abused women.The Women's Crisis

Centre provides counseling and temporary accommodationfor women have been

abandoned by their husbands or physically andemotionally abused by them or other family

members.  The Cambodian Women'sDevelopment Agency provides accommodation and

training for HIV women andalso offers temporary accommodation for women seeking
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escape from domestic violence.  In the area of women's human rights, LICADHO and the

HumanRights and Community Outreach Projects (OUTREACH)  have worked with

lawyersto protect the legal rights women as enshrined in the Cambodianconstitution.

The Women's MediaCenter of Cambodia (WMC), established in 1995, and Khmer

Women's VoiceCentre (KWVC) established in 1993, are the only two organizations

activelyraising awareness of gender and social issues from women's perspectives inthe

domains of public radio and television, the most effective andfar-reaching mediums for a

population which is still heavily rural-basedand largely illiterate.

WMC' smission is to "raise awareness of social issues from Cambodian

women'sperspectives by producing and promoting effective TV, video and radioprograms

in cooperation with NGOs.  WMC also strives to improve theparticipation and portrayal

of women in the mainstream media throughworkshops, research and lobbying."43  The

WMC is staffed solely by Cambodian women, whowork on all aspects of production,

including the script writing, filming,editing, post-production, and marketing.  WMC is

widely recognized byfunders as being one of the most dynamic, creative and

productiveNGOs in Cambodia.44   The WMC'sphilosophy of organization and management

is based on the principles ofconsensus and democracy, a management style that is unique

in the Cambodiancultural context where quite rigid social hierarchies are often replicatedin

NGO structures.    Rather than have one director dominate theorganization, a management

system that allows minimal input the staff,each sub-department in the WMC such as radio,

television, and audio visualhas a director who develops programming ideas with her staff. 

Thestrategic planning and day to day management of the WMC is conducted on thebasis

of consensus among the department heads.45



One of the impressive accomplishments of theWMC is its weekly television series,

produced in the style of a soap operaor social drama which explores relevant and

sometimes controversialsubjects in inventive, entertaining and culturally appropriate ways.

The comedic shows are particularlyeffective because they challenge traditional gender

roles in the family andin society in ways that permit men and women to see the reality

ofdiscrimination and ways to ameliorate it without too much " loss of face "or indignity to 



the family's reputation.  One of these,entitled, "You Win" is about a husband who comes

to appreciate the value ofhis wife's contribution to the family when she takes ill and he is

forcedto stay home for one day and tend to the small store she has established that fronts

their home, take care of the children, and do thedomestic chores.  The story begins with

the wife asking her husband if hewould consider picking up their eldest boy from school

after work as shefeels burdened with too many other domestic duties.  He scoffs atthis

suggestion, replying that her situation is easy as she stays home allday, and that he is the

one with the heavy responsibilities at the office.When the wife becomes ill with a flu, the

husband must take a day off fromwork to look after the two young children.  He  starts

out thinkingthat the day will be fun, like a vacation, proving to his wife how easy herlife is. 

During the course of the day, the husband learns he is unable tocomplete two or three

tasks at once as his wife does daily--lookingafter the children while cooking, washing up,

tending to the store, and allthe other tasks needed to keep the household running.   With

side-splittingslapstick routines, the husband bungles the lunch by burning it when he

isunable to comfort the crying baby and stir the pot at the same time.Then he loses money

from the family store because he does not know theprices of the products and

undercharges customers.  Totally overwhelmed andexhausted at the end of the day, he

decides to go out to buy take outfood for dinner, unaware that his older boy is waiting for

him at schoollong after other parents have come to pick up their children.  When the

boyreturns home alone, and the wife sees her husband come back sheepishly withthe take

out food for dinner she explodes, and castigates him for notthinking about the boy's safety

in a city where dangers lurk from thieves,traffickers of children, and busy streets with few

crosswalks or trafficlights.  The husband realizes that his wife has a point, and that sheis

skilled in management, finance and organization.  He offers her anapology with sincerity,

and says "You win: I'll pick up our boy every dayfrom now on".   They both laugh and the

story ends with a positiveresolution.   

Onemeasure of the popularity of the shows is the from the response of viewerswho send

up to 150 letters a month to WMC in response to invitations by thebroadcasters to send

feedback on programs.  WMC directors say progress hasbeen achieved from their
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programs because "women know their rightsmore than before, more than they did in 1993

because they are expressingthemselves with greater confidence and knowledge".   Men,

too, arelistening and responding to the programs, according to the WMC directors,who

report getting mail from monks, and members of parliament as wellas ordinary viewers. 

One example of this is when after listening to oneprogram dedicated to the problem of

trafficking of women, a motorcycle taxidriver brought a young woman to the WMC office

to help her find asafe haven after learning she was forced into prostitution and feared

beingtrafficked out of the country.46  The mayor of Phnom Penh, Chea Sophara, contacted

WMC tocommend it for the same program on trafficking, saying that he was notaware of

how and why women were kidnapped and that his office would lookinto the matter.

While theWMC is almost certainly most dynamic and forward thinking in itsprogramming,

there is still the tendency to resolve gender conflictharmoniously in the story-lines, when in

reality, there are deep conflictsdividing men and women which cannot be resolved without

overwhelmingsocial change.  For example, in the story "you Win" the ideal resolution

ispresented with the husband changing his perceptions after only a day, anunrealistic

likelihood.  Men who already help their wives to some extentwith household tasks may be

swayed by the film and strive to do morenext time their wives ask them for help, but men

and women who are firmbelievers in the traditional gender divisions which have been

drilled intothem since birth, expressed by the codes of conduct for females andmales

(chbap srei ;chbap pros) may dismiss the story as notculturally appropriate.  

The issueof culturally appropriate behavior for Cambodian feminists is an issuewhich has

not had a venue for extensive debate,  nor is it one that is evenrecognized by most

activists.  When asked, for example, about the kinds ofintellectual divisions exist among

the various organizations involvedin women's issues, the WMC staff said there were none,

and that there wasconsensus and agreement about women's issues among colleagues from
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otherorganizations.  In part, this answer reflects the desire to keepinternal conflicts hidden

from outsiders.  However, the uniformity of suchanswers across the spectrum of women's

organizations suggests that debateon sensitive and potentially division issues that so marks

feministsmovements elsewhere has not yet come to the fore inCambodia.47 

The KhmerWomen's Voice Centre is a local NGO which also focuses its work in the

areaof the media, primarily print media.  The KWVC publishes a Khmer-Englishmonthly

magazine called "Khmer Women's Voice" which features articles byand about women

active in economic, social and political arenas.  Thegoal of the magazine is to "educate the

whole society by eliminatingharmful and incorrect preconceptions about women,

promoting developingtraditions and disseminating points of view which are good

forwomen".48   A recent issue featured anarticles on women and the law, the personal story

of a blind woman, acritique of gender stereotypes in classical Khmer  literature, and

aneditorial on why husbands and wives should help eachother.49  

The articles are usually a few hundred words in length, and presentedin simple language

suitable for an audience with little education.  Thequality of the articles reflects the limited

training and education of thestaff who for the most part were school teachers in the 1960s,

whohave no formal journalistic training, and whose intellectual growth hastaken place

within a culturally and ideologically confined cocoon for thepast decade.  To the outsider, 

the magazine appears naive and sub-standardby most criteria.

Regardingthe editorial objectives of KWV, clearly there is room for debate about

thecontradictions among the magazine's stated goals.  What are the "developingtraditions"

and how do they conflict or support "perceptions which areharmful to women" ?  It is not

clear that the editors have decided onthese issues since they are promoting gender equity
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on the one hand, butnot to the extent of critiquing those traditions that have culturally

andhistorically kept women in an inferior position to men in Khmersociety.  What is

lacking in the intellectual development of the KWV aresigns of debate and discourse about

how the writers and editors interprettheir notion of "developing traditions" for women that

balances thepsychological needs of Cambodian society to rescue cultural practicesthat

were nearly obliterated by the Khmer Rouge in the 1970s on the onehand, and advocating

the changes required for women's advancement, on theother.   

One explanation forthis lack of debate is that the magazine's self-presentation is notentirely

an indigenous effort, but which has seen the imprint ofnon-Cambodians, usually Western

volunteers or hired advisors, who have hada limited involvement with the magazine and

have piece-meal tried tosteer it along an intellectual path which its director and editors

haveadopted but not fully understood.50   Another reason stems from the very limited

facilities thewriters have to properly research and study the stories they present

beforewriting them.  The magazine office has few resource materials, and thepublic library

is extremely limited.  Often writers ask foreigncolleagues to get books and articles for

them because they lack basicbackground information to begin with.  Finally, the pressure

to get piecesout with a limited budget means that writers keep to basic storylines basedon

limited sources of information.  The end-product reflects all ofthese limitations. 

Themagazine has a limited distribution due to the print run of one to twothousand issues

per month, and is rarely found at news stands in thecapital.51  The distribution to provinces

ismade through the Ministry of Education, where provincial schools areprovided with

copies.  Readership in the provinces, appears to be limitedto teachers and their families,
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and it is not known how many people outsidegovernment channels are exposed to the

magazine through currentdistribution methods.  

That said,the Khmer Women's Voice Magazine is the only print media currentlyavailable

that promotes a positive role models for women and provides themwith information on

issues ranging from HIV and Aids, to the plight ofhomeless women, to women active and

accomplished in science, law,politics, and medicine.   For the magazine to mature

intellectually andjournalistically, more training is required, higher standards of writingand

accountability need to be put in place, and there needs to be more roommade for genuine

intellectual reflection and debate about how women'straditional roles are being

transformed in positive and negative ways bythe aftermath of long years of war and

influences from the outside.

Through television, radio andprint media, the Cambodian public is slowly being exposed

for the firsttime to programming with alternative gender roles for men and women.  Thisis

a much needed service for a media that is overwhelmingly dominated bymen in all aspects

of production and programming.  Much more needs tobe done in this area to have an

impact on attitudes and behavior, however.Studies of the Khmer television and print

media have found that women areeither largely neglected or when they are featured,

appear innegative gendered stereotypes as sexual vampires, prostitutes or corruptwives of

wealthy businessmen and politicians.52

Political Empowerment 

Political rights for women are a relatively recent development.  Forexample, it was not

until independence that women' s rights extended topolitical enfranchisement.   On 25

September 1955, under the proposition ofPrince Sihanouk, the National Congress decided

unanimously to allowwomen to vote.  The proposition became law three months  later.  In
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the1958 elections, two women were elected to the National Assembly --Mme. PungPeng

Cheng and Diep Dinar, representing 3% of the total of 73 electedrepresentatives.  

However,as elsewhere in Southeast Asia, high profile political roles for women

inCambodia are rare, occurring only when they dovetail with the careers ofmale spouses

or fathers.    In the political realm, women are publiclysubmissive to the male hierarchy

rather than active andparticipatory.   But in popular culture and gender stereotyping,

women areoften cast as intruders who interfere in their husband's political affairsfor their

own interests.  In this regard, Marie Martin summarizes astereotypical view of the

politicized femme fatale:

Skillful in the art of pleasingand charming, she often gives him no rest until he accedes to
her desires.Firm and smiling, she bends his will.  If her husband is an influentialman, even
at a modest level, she builds a clientele for herself. a practicedescribed by a Cambodian
proverb, "If you are a colonel, your wife isa general.'"53

In short, women's political roles have beenlargely confined to the shadows, taking political

action as mothers orwives to enhance the status and access to power of the male members

oftheir families.  Women have rarely become political leaders in their own right.  This

pattern can be seen in other Southeast Asian countries,such as Burma and the Philippines,

where Aung San Suu Kyi gained politicalprominence through the legacy of her father

Aung San, and where ImeldaMarcos shared infamy with President Marcos,  who made her

governor ofManila.   

Since the Paris PeaceAgreements of 1991, however, women's organizations have been

active inseeking forums and avenues to enhance women's political empowerment asvoters,

political party representatives, leaders of government ministries,and as participants in

village, district and provincial branches ofthe government.  
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Before the breakdown in the government in 1997, the role ofinternational NGOs and

agencies was crucial in providing the financial andmentoring support for Khmer NGO

advocacy groups making appeals to NationalAssembly Commissions on gender concerns.  

For example, withassistance from international NGOs,  UNICEF and UNIFEM, the

Secretariat ofState for Women's Affairs working with local women's organizations,drafted

gender-sensitive constitutional codes that conform to the UNConvention on the

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination AgainstWomen.54  

Women forProsperity is the first NGO that has specifically addressed the problem oflack

of women political leaders by organizing a leadership training coursein 1998 for middle

level decision-makers such as commune or district chiefslocated in the provinces,  and

department heads in governmentministries.  The course was designed and conduced by

Nanda Pok, thedirector of Women for Prosperity with over a decade of NGO experience

inCalifornia with immigrant communities.  She explained the purpose of thetraining

program as follows:

Most NGOs are focused on the grassroots and the impoverished groups insociety but miss
out on the middle class.  But the middle class is animportant group because without it, the
grassroots cannot go forward. WFPis the first NGO to target this middle class and it is
importantbecause it wields power over the grassroots.  We need leadership trainingnot
only to improve management skills but to educate the middle level andtop level leaders in
their rights and responsibilities towards those belowthem and towards the country as a
whole.  Women's training isimportant so that they can become equal partners in the
country's politicaland overall development.55

High andmiddle ranking politicians, bureaucrats, civil servants attended thesessions in the

capital, and sessions were attended by district andprovincial leaders in the provinces.  

tx5040 

Women for Prosperity was also active in promoting women'sparticipation in the July 1998



       Examples of how the politicalenvironment have hampered women's activities are examined in
Chapter3.

elections by organizing leadership workshopsin the capital and in 11 provincial towns. 

Women candidates were invitedto workshops where they were given training in media

skills, publicspeaking, speech delivery techniques, and interview methods.  In all,

698women attended the workshops.  Nanda Pok noted that this was the first timein

Cambodian history that women received training in elections.  

In addition, WFP interviewedrepresentatives and leaders from the 39 political parties

contesting theelections about their policies concerning women and gender issues, and

thenumber and profiles of their women candidates.  The information wascompiled and

published in a Khmer-language report entitled "Women'sRole in Political Life" where each

party is profiled, its women candidatesfeatured, its  leader explains the party's platform

concerning women'sissues.  14,000 issues of the report were published and

distributedthroughout the NGO community that were active in voter education

programs.According to WFP, publication of the report was initially hampered by themixed

reaction of the Ministry of Information.  Approval for thepublication was initially provided

by Vice-Minister Ieng Mouly, butthis was later retracted by the Minister,  Khieu Khanarith

who voicedconcern that the report was "too political".  The matter was resolved

whenWFP approached the National Electoral Commission, established by the government

to oversee all legal matters of the election, and receivedpermission to publish the report.56

Empowering women inpolitics is a long term goal of women's organizations who explain

thatcultural constraints and the lack of political will by the major partiesare the biggest

obstacles for women.  Ung Yok Khoan, a woman board memberof the Committee for

Free and Fair Elections in Cambodia (COFFEL) anddirector of the women's organization,

Amara explained:

There are few concrete results ofdemocratization for women.  All regimes have called
themselves democraticbut women have had little power in any of these.  To build up
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democracy wemust think of a baby crawling.  We are still in the infant stages inCambodia
and so therefore we must be patient.  Women are importantactors in democracies and
must not be left out.  If women are ignorant ofthe political situation then it will be possible
for men to continue tolook down on them. Men will look down on women's knowledge
and theirroles saying they are not important.  So it is us to women to change this,we must
free women from domestic and child rearing burdens,  so they willhave time and the ability
to learn, get involved in projects and politics,and training programs.  Men share their
experiences outside the home,and women must also build up networks and build up their
confidence.Democracy must start in the family so that husbands and children engage
ingroup decision making that recognize women's needs andcontributions.57

Another obstacle in the political empowerment of women is that thereis sill much pressure

on women candidates to tow the party line rather andunite with women from other parties

on gender issues.  A common complaintheard from several respondents 



speaking in confidence was thatthe women elected to office have never used their position

to try toadvance gender issues or influence their own party's stance to be morepro-active

on issues such as pay-equity, criminalizing trafficking of womenand children, increasing

the numbers of women in politics.

A WMC programmer spoke of herfrustration in this regard, when a Cambodian People's

Party representativetook offense because her on-air time interview about women's issues

wassome number of seconds shorter than a representative from the rivalFUNCINPEC

party.   She threatened to withdraw her agreement to beaired unless she was premiered

and given equal air time.  These kinds ofpetty arguments are precisely what is preventing

women politicians frominitiating intra-party dialogue on gender issues..

Economic status and power

In general terms, women's organizations have identified three keyareas of concern to

women  and have developed programs and lobbiedgovernments to address these problems. 

The three areas consist of: 1)women's disadvantaged economic position vis-a-vis men,

withparticular emphasis on meeting the needs of women-headed households inrural and

urban areas,; 2) gender bias in schooling whereby girls arevastly under-represented in

primary, secondary and tertiary levels ofeducation; and 3) domestic violence against

women and trafficking ofwomen and children.

Considerable progress has been made by women's organizations in researchingthese

problems, identifying their cultural, economic and politicalfeatures, and lobbying

government ministries and also internationalagencies to acknowledge and take action to

ameliorate these problems.These accomplishments should not go unnoticed considering

the maindifficulty in carrying out basic research in Cambodia is the dearth oftrained Khmer

social scientists.  Additional factors inhibiting researchare political insecurity, periodic

military clashes among politicalfactions, and an extremely poor system of roads and

infrastructure.  
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       This is based on conversations the author has had over theyears with some Cambodian nationalists who
fear thaat foreign influenceswill destroy Khmer culture.  Western feminists in particular are viewedwith
suspicison and at times, contempt, for bringing genderconsciousness to the fore.  Although this is a
minority view, at least aspublically expressed, it does present a challenge to Khmer women in
theirstruggles for gender change.  

The problem of domestic abuse isextremely sensitive in Cambodia due to the legacy of war

violence from theKhmer Rouge years, and the propensity to culturally mask or hide

conflictsfrom even the most intimate family members.  It is worth noting thatthis issue was

not initially made public by Cambodian womenthemselves but came to the fore via the

research of an American woman wholater set up the Project Against Domestic Violence

(PADV).58    The PADV is now an entirely Cambodian-run women's NGO whoseactivities

are geared toward raising public awareness of domestic violencethrough traveling theatre

shows, workshops, and training sessions,  andproviding shelters for women and children

victims.  The importance ofthe PADV is its pioneering research into this widespread social

problemwhich had heretofore been taboo and unspoken, which culminated in thereport of

research findings "Plates in a Basket WillRattle"59.    With the publication of this report,

thesubject has come to recognized by Women's Affairs Ministry and has beentaken up the

NGO community at large as a problem of national concern.  Noteveryone supports such

breakthroughs, however.  There are conservative voices in the media, Buddhist clergy and

government thatcriticize"outsiders" for setting up NGOs such as PADV and others on

thegrounds that modernizing influences from the West will destroy Cambodiantraditions

and that Khmers must look after their ownproblems.60   

In the field of education, CARE International has embarkedon an ambitious project in

liaison with the Ministry of Education todevelop curricula that is gender sensitive and

which aims to encourageteachers, parents and girls of the benefits of not only going
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toschool, but staying to complete secondary levels.61  While those involved in theNational

Taskforce on Girls' Education, including Ministry of Educationofficials all agree that the

situation of girl drop out rates is a seriousconcern and that curriculum development along

gender sensitive lines is oneof several key changes necessary, there is one serious

obstacleblocking the movement forward:  the lack of commitment to endorse

thecurriculum changes by key decision-makers in the Ministry of Education whoare of the

"old school" and find gender-sensitive materials a threatto "traditional culture"62. 

Hereagain, we see that there is conflict between NGO initiatives, this onebeing an

international NGO, and Ministry officials who are threatened bythe cultural cost of gender

transformations.

Progess in achieving the objectives of financialassistance to women-headed households,

parity in education,  and actionagainst domestic violence to take three examples, is slow to

come about.The main reasons for this stems from the relative newness of

women'sorganizations and thus their limited impact generally, and more worrying,from a

powerless National Assembly and the lack of political will bypolitical leaders and relevant

ministries. 



Chapter 3

Factors Affectingthe Performance and Impact of Women's Organizations

This chapter will identity andanalyze factors which have affected the performance and

impact of women'sorganizations.  By far the most disturbing trend which negatively

affectsthe ability of women's organizations to grow intellectually and performwell is the

political environment.

The political environment and its impact on women'sorganizations. 

Asdetailed in the last chapters, women's organizations in Cambodia haverarely been

independent of political goals of nationalist, revolutionary,royalist or republican parties

that have dominated the political landscapeof post colonial history.  Since the early 1990s,

coinciding with theUnited Nations brokered peace agreements,  women's organizations

began toform with intellectual goals independent of political party agendas,serving needs

of gender equity and representation first and foremost ratherthan national goals which had

in the past made gender issuessubservient to political ends.  But there has been a backlash

to theseefforts.  And ironically, the greatest source of political backlash hascome from the

Ministry of Women's Affairs.

There are three fundamental problems to be identified withthe Ministry of Women's

Affairs: its leadership, structure, and politicalagenda.  

The Ministry ofWomen's Affairs was established after the historic UN organized

electionsin 1993.  It took over the functions of the CPP-affiliated Women'sAssociation and

along with the association's staff, the UNICEF programmingand funding moved to the

new ministry building.  

Like all ministries, there was representationfrom the three main political parties of the

coalition government.   In amove which many women activists say demonstrates how little
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regard thegovernment had for Women's Affairs, a male representative of the least

powerful party in the coalition government became the Minister:  KeatSokhun, of the

Buddhist Liberal Democratic Party.   The Vice-Minister wasMs. Im Run of the dominant

Cambodian People's Party, the communist partywhich had ruled Cambodia through-out

the 1980s and early 1990s.  

For many women activists theseappointments signified several problematic issues.  For

one thing, having aman with no prior experience or commitment to gender lead the

government'sonly Ministry dealing with women's and gender issues was a slap in theface, a

severe setback in efforts to increase women's participationat leadership levels in the

government, and a clear sign that malepoliticians undervalued women's potential to

contribute to society.   Theprotests that were sparked by this appointment were met with

contemptand dismissal by the Second Prime Minister Hun Sen, who said he was tiredof

hearing women complain about their problems, and that the reason a manwas appointed

was because there were no competent women to run theMinistry.63  

Secondly,  Vice-Minister Im Run, did notprotest her party leader's statements and has

since maintained that havinga man as Minister was not a problematic issue for

Women'sAffairs.64   Beginning in 1995 when the government was beset bypolitical

deadlock, Keat Sokhun had relatively little influence over thefunctioning of the Ministry. 

The day to day running of the ministry wasleft to the powerful Vice-Minister Im Run, and

her CPP loyalists incharge of the sub-departments who were brought from the Women's

Associationwhen it became defunct.  

Thirdly,as in all power structures in Cambodia,  rigid hierarchical social systemswere

firmly in place, so that the ministry was a top-down run organizationwith virtually no

built-in mechanisms to counter, challenge or influencethe leadership except through a
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patron-client system.  In governmentthis often means corruption.  Further, in this system,

the competency ofthe leaders make or break the organization.  

Since its inception, the ministry has suffered fromincompetence in leadership that has

paralyzed the ministry's ability tofunction professionally internally, and caused difficulties

in externalrelations with women's NGOs and international agencies.  A first clueto these

problems comes with a visit to the ministry building itself.  Thebuilding is in poor physical

condition, with dusty and ill-lit corridors,leaking roofs, and an often empty reception desk. 

It lacks the hustle andbustle of other well-run ministries such as Health or Education

whichhave developed good relationships with donors and NGOs.  Visitors to theWomen's

Ministry have to look for staff who have authority to set upappointments or offer

information.  There are few working telephonesand the library is often closed and has very

few materials for researchers.Most of the 200-member staff have little work to do, limited

by resourcesand direction and many appear for only a few hours a day as they must

findalternative means of income to make ends meet.    Appointments aretherefore usually

made directly with the department chiefs.  Even prior tothe political disruptions of July

1997, the Ministry suffered from poororganization, lack of leadership, and a staff who

suffered from low morale, poor wages, and lack of training.  However, after the coup

d'étatwhich obliterated the political opposition to the CPP,  the ministrydeteriorated

further.  After July 1997 Minister Keat Sokhun left Cambodiaalong with dozens of other

opposition MPs who feared for theirsafety.   Vice-Minister Im Run took his place.   He

returned to Cambodiaunder a United Nations protection plan for returning MPs in late

1997, andattempted to return to assume his position as Minister.  However, 

afterappearing at the ministry one day to find a letter threatening tokill him, he dropped

from sight.  It is not clear who was responsible forthe letter.  Keat Sokhun apparently

believes the threat did not come fromwithin the ministry but rather from a group of

disgruntled youthattached to his Buddhist Liberal Democratic Party who were

dissatisfiedwith a meeting he had held with them.65  However, since he did not return to



the ministry, it islikely that he did not feel welcome there any longer.  

Im Run moved up in rank to assume the positionof interim Minister until the July 1998

elections and positioned hersupporters in key positions beside her.   While publicly the

ministry saysit is not beset by the political party divides that haunt other ministries,  it

evident that there are no threats to the CPP dominance ofthe ministry.   For example, Im

Run's second in command is Ek Virak, one ofthe former leaders of the Khmer People's

National Political Front (KPNFL)women's associations which operated on the Thai-

Cambodian borderduring the civil war years (1979-1991).  Although ostensibly from the

CPP'spolitical opposition,  Ek Virak has come to be a close associate of Im Runand has

been rewarded by being promoted to the position of DeputyGeneral Director of Programs. 

This is unfortunate according toinsiders who say she is not particularly impressive or

knowledgeable aboutgender issues and defers all issues to Im Run.  

Regarding the internal workings of the ministry,  thereare five departments:

administration, health and social action, training,education and public information, family

development and research andplanning.  None of the departments have sufficient staff or

financialresources to initiate programs and therefore must work with foreign orlocal

NGOs whose programs "fit" with those in the relevant ministrydepartments.  This was

most evident during a 1997 visit to the researchdepartment where the director explained

that the ministry could notplan projects for the ministry or engage in research that was

self-devisedbecause there were no funds and her staff did not have the skills toaccomplish

projects on their own.  Rather, international agencies such asUNICEF or local NGOs with

gender components to their developmentprograms liaise with the ministry as required by

law, and incorporateministry staff into training components of programs in order to help

theministry become more self-sufficient and involved in the programs ofgender and

development.  When asked what specific programs her departmentwas engaged in, the

director was flustered and could not summarize thesewithout reading from a prepared

sheet of itemized projects.  It was anembarrassing moment and one that demonstrates why
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the ministry isgenerally known by the donor and NGO community to be lacking

professionalcredentials.  

During a1998 meeting with the Inspector General of the Ministry, who is responsiblefor 

overseeing the day to day operations of the ministry, it was madeclear that questions

regarding the general situation of women in Cambodia,and what the Ministry had

accomplished in bringing women's issues tothe government's attention were considered

irrelevant and outside the scopeof the Ministry's mandate.  For example, when asked to

give a brief summaryof gender concerns in the areas of health, education and staffing

incivil service sectors, the Inspector General replied that such informationhad to be

obtained from each relevant ministry as there was no referencesection or library within the

ministry itself she could consult to findsuch information.  She did not lament this situation

but ratherappeared not to understand the importance of knowing such basic

informationherself or developing an information unit that would provide it to thevarious

department heads to use in the course of their work.  As sheexplained: "Some people do

not even want to have a Women's AffairsMinistry because in each ministry there is a

gender component.  So we don'tconsider knowing such information as you asked about a

priority, to knowstatistics about gender issues in health and education for example,this is

not our concern and if you want such information you should go toother ministries for it.66 

Indeedthere are important points that were raised her about how governmentministries are

dealing with gender issues in relation to the Ministry ofWomen's Affairs.  Because

Women's Affairs has not been competent to workwith NGOs on a sectoral basis such as

Education or Health, forexample, they have worked directly with relevant ministries.  So

forexample, NGO programs involving homeless women deal directly with Ministryof

Social Affairs, and programs addressing the under-enrollments of girlshave a base in the
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Ministry of Education.   In theory, the Ministryof Women's Affairs is the advisor to other

ministries on gender issues, andthere is some cooperation between the various ministries

and the relevantdepartments at the Women's ministry on a program by program basis.But

the areas of cooperation and program design seem to be ill-defined andnot well

coordinated as none of the Women's ministry departments seemsparticularly hard at work

on any projects. 

The Ministry's official goals are twofold: 1) to developthe capacity of women in rural

areas; and 2) to focus on povertyalleviation.67  The rationale forthese goals is

straightforward:  80 per cent of Cambodia's population livein rural areas where food

security remains a major challenge, and which hasa negative impact on the health and

overall working capacity of women andmen.  

However, with only .12per cent of the national budget allocated to the Ministry, it

isimpossible to make progress in achieving these modest goals.  In interviewswith the

interim Minister and with the Inspector General, both women saidthat they were satisfied

with this budget outlay because it wasimportant for the government to secure the peace

for the country first andforemost before the problems of women could be addressed.  In

other words,the women running the ministry have no plans to try to lobby for

moregovernment money or push agendas which are of concern to women.  Such viewsare

a source of frustration to women who are committed and talented withinthe ministry who

are held back in their work for lack of resources, and tothose working within the NGO

community who would like to see theministry less subservient to the political line of the

ruling CPP and moreaggressive in promoting women's issues as a matter of national

concern.

Regarding external relations,what is problematic has been perception the ministry has of

women's NGOs as"competition", its jealousy of NGOs which receive generous funding
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fromUSAID which it is denied, and its intrusive efforts to control or overseeNGO projects

as a method of finding a niche foritself.68  This has meant thatmany NGOs view the

ministry as inherently problematic but there is littlethey can do but try and cooperate as

much as possible and develop goodworking relationships with certain individuals who are

capable partners andwho demonstrate flexibility and commitment to supporting

theirprograms.  To take the issue of "competition", the Director General ofWomen's

Affairs spoke with bitterness about the lack of USAID for theMinistry while women's

NGOs received handsome funding to carry outlarge-scale projects.  "Why doesn't USAID

not help this governmentministry?  The government pays us little, and salaries are not

sufficientto attract good people and train them.  How come USAID does not help

thegovernment?"69  She quickly acknowledged that to competesuccessfully with women's

NGOs, the ministry would have to undergo reformsand a drive to professionalize its staff

and its programming capabilities.Towards that end, she has developed a new cooperation

project aimedat improving relationships with ten local NGOs and international agencies.

We are offering to become moreinvolved with project-design, and this way, we will have
greater access totraining, funding and overall development that international donors
supplyto local NGOs now.  As it stands we are not happy when NGOs benefit formwork
that we are also involved in.  And all the NGOs must liaise withus as we have our
networks throughout the countryside.  So if for example,an NGO wants to set up a project
in a certain village, we will contact thewomen's association branch in the district and work
with localofficials to ensure the provincial authorities provide whatever assistancethe NGO
requires. And by law, all NGOs must come to us before they embarkon any programs. 
According to article two of the Law on the Creation ofthe Ministry of Women's Affairs,
we are "capable to conduct andmanage all affairs of women of the Kingdom of
Cambodia". So by law, theNGOs must work with us. 70



Although women's NGOs do not readily admit tohaving strained relationships with the

Ministry of Women Affairs,  theattitudes that were expressed above do grate.  But to keep

workingeffectively, most NGOs keep the Women's Affairs Ministry informed as totheir

programs, invite their representatives to workshops andtraining sessions, and submit

programs for "approval"  when necessary.  Thefact that the Ministry is allied with the CPP

is a source of concernbecause it means that when programs are deemed too political by

CPPleaders, the Women's Affairs will back the party position rather than theprogram. 

And furthermore, most people in the international agency and NGOsector acknowledge

that in reality, Women's Affairs is not taken seriouslyby the CPP-ruled government and

that its existence is permittedlargely because it takes up little revenue and does not lobby

for more, andremains politically subservient to CPP policies.

Leadership Change in the Ministry of Women'sAffairs--December 1998

According to several sources,there was much debate about possible successors to Keat

Sokhun's positionfollowing the outcome of the July 1998 elections.  Im Run was

positioningherself to lead the Ministry.  However,  negotiations between the CPP

andFUNCINPEC in November 1998 resulted in the appointment of a FUNCINPECMP,

Ms Mu Sochua to head the Ministry of Women's Affairs.  This is avictory for women's

NGOs, many of whom respect and admire Ms. Sochua, along-time advocate of women's

rights, and the former director ofKhemara, one of the largest women's NGOs in the

country.  

In my opinion, the appointment of Ms. Sochuawill come to represent a turning point for

positive and sweeping changes atthe Ministry provided she is able to move competent

people into lead anddirect the Ministry's sub departments,  particularly its researchwing. 

The reasons why this appointment is significant lie substantiallywith the personal

characteristics and background of the new Minister, whois a well educated Cambodian-

American woman, who spent many years workingin Khmer refugee camps on the Thai-

Cambodian border in areas ofsocial work and women's issues.  She returned to Cambodia

in the early1990s to establish the first Khmer women's NGO, Khemara, which is



stilloperating and is one of the largest NGOs in Cambodia,  She resigned tobecome the

advisor on women's affairs to Prince Ranariddh, leader ofFUNCINPEC.  In the 1998

elections, she won in Battambang province and willjoin the new government as one of the

few women MPs elected to office.  MuSochua is an extremely intelligent, dedicated, and

hard-workingpolitician who can, I believe, be more than competent to bring vision and

asense of purpose that has been lacking at the Ministry since its inception.

Most importantly, theleaders and staff of women's NGOs have high regard for Ms.

Sochua, whichdeveloped through the past several years as a result of collaborative workin

the NGO community of which she was a part for so long.  Thus herappointment

represents an opportunity to end to the difficult andunproductive period of Ministry-NGO

relationships that have beenovershadowed by political agendas of the ruling CPP and by

the incompetenceof the women running the Ministry.  The challenge for Mu Sochua willbe

to strike a balance of political power between the long-term CPP alignedstaff there whom

she will need to work with to make reforms effective, andthe new staff she will require to

bring the much needed professionalism andefficiency to the fore.  This will likely be a

daunting task as therewill certainly be much resentment towards her from CPP stalwarts

within theMinistry who disparage "returnees" , i.e. Khmers from overseas with

foreigneducation who are stereotyped as arrogant and uncompassionate

towardsCambodians who lived through the PRK years.   She will also be suspectedfor her

political agenda as she is cabinet member of the "enemy party"FUNCINPEC at which the

CPP has been at loggerheads since 1993.  Finally,she will be resented for her good

connections to women's NGOs whichMinistry officials largely view as their "opposition"

rather than as theirconstituents or partners.  There is potential for positive

outcomes,however, as the Ministry has long resented being outside the

bilateralgovernment funding loop.  Mu Sochua's connections the foreign aidcommunity, 

will no doubt boost morale among ministry staff and raise hopesthat under her leadership

and direction, the Ministry will be able toattract sufficient funding to make their continued

employmentworthwhile and meaningful.  This will be a crucial step in gaining theloyalty

and trust of the Ministry staff, many of whom wish to rise abovepolitical partisanship and



work for the needs of women in the country, andin cooperation with women's NGOs who

are heads and shoulders abovethem with regards to conceptual and theoretical

understanding of genderissues, research and writing abilities, and in carrying out

successfulprograms that bring about positive change.

Other Political Obstacles

Themushrooming of the Khmer NGO community in recent years has been apolitically

contentious issue for the government, and in particular theruling CPP which has largely

viewed the NGO community with suspicion andhostility, as a source of political

opposition to its rule, and as avehicle through which anti-government sentiments have

been expressed.  Theresponse of government ministries and key CPP officials has been to

curb,sensor and in some cases deny the rights of NGOs to carry out theirprograms when

they are viewed as having too much of a politicalimpact.  The response of women's NGOs

has been to determinedly continuetheir work and to modify it when necessary to get

around governmentsensors.   There have not been any major confrontations yet

becausethe NGO community has been diligent in representing themselves and theirwork in

a politically neutral manner, in which all political parties canparticipate and benefit from.

The cost however, is that a relationship oftension and mistrust has developed between

certain governmentsectors, particularly the Ministry of Information, and the NGO

communitywhich hovers beneath the surface. 

Tensions are particularly high in the area of media and women'spolitical participation.  For

example, the Women For Prosperityorganization received funding from USAID via the

Asia Foundation tocoordinate and produce roundtable debates on women's issues

bypolitical party representatives for broadcast on national television aslead up to the July

1998 elections.  This program fitted in with votereducation goals that the United States

embassy was supporting along withother members of the international community

involved in funding theelections; and with the Asia Foundation's program "Global Women

inPolitics" to encourage and increase women's participation in governance.Nanda Pok,

director of Women for Prosperity designed 12 topics ranging fromwomen's health, to the
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Platform of Action adopted at Beijing, andthen sought interested candidates to debate the

issues on television.However, Minister of Information Khieu Khanarith instructed TVK,

thenational television director not to air the roundtable's.71  As a result, the TVK director

stone-walled Ms. Pok,by stalling, saying no air time was available, changing

appointments,suggesting changes to the programming, complaining that the concept was

tooboring for Cambodian voters.  Nanda Pok got the message and droppedtheproject for

television but found a receptive radio station manager whoaired some of the roundtable

discussions.   She explained, "the governmentrefused to let us do the roundtable's because

it was worried that if therewas debate they would be confronted by their lack of results

ingender areas and that this would be turned into a political means to attackthe

government by the opposition parties--so the Minister of Informationblocked the

project."72

Wider societal alliances

There is virtually noculture of volunteerism and philanthropy support to sustain

women'sorganizations that is local and Khmer.  Cambodia is simply too impoverishedafter

decades of war and its overseas community tends to send donations tohelp rebuild

Buddhist temples or village development projects ratherthan to organizations to which

they do not have personal or kinshipconnections.  Moreover, the problem of

aggrandizement of wealth by those inpower has created a widespread mood of cynicism

and disillusionmentamong poor people towards those who do have the means to share

wealth.

However, Cambodians have beenblessed by the very active foreign donor community and

literally hundredsof international NGOs have set up offices and programs which have

fundedthe development efforts of Cambodia.  Women's NGOs are completely

dependentupon foreign donors for their budgets and with few exceptions, noneforesee



financial independence at any time in the next decade.

In the past five years, there have beengradual alliances formed between women's

organizations and other civilsociety movements with similar objectives for social

justice,democratization, gender equity and economic development for the poor andsocially

disadvantaged.  However, the constituency base of thissupport is tiny, restricted mainly to

urban areas, and dependent on foreignaid.  Moreover, there will likely be greater

governmental scrutiny of NGOswho are perceived to have political agendas, such as

women's NGOs andthose in the area of human rights, electoral watchdog bodies,

andorganizations working for legal reform of the justice system.
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Chapter 4  Women's Organizations and theInternational Community

Women'sorganizations are wholly dependent upon international agencies and donorsfor

funding, and are thus subjected to extensive guidance and thematicexposure to the

program planning objectives of funders.  This chapter willexamine the nature and effect of

international assistance on women'sorganizations and how, in spite of the relationship of

dependency women'sorganizations have on donors, they have begun to formulate their

ownidentities and agendas.

USAID-funded Programs

USAID plays an extremely importantrole in Cambodia with one of the largest aid

programs of any donor countryand a programmatic commitment to gender issues.  In the

last fiscal year1997-1998, $329,000 came through the Democracy and Human Rights

Fund,and $120,000 came from AID, Washington.  These amounts compriseapproximately

42 per cent of all USAID funding forCambodia.73Some 4.5 million dollars has been

budgeted until March 2000, representingUSAID's largest fiscal commitment to any

country in Asia.74  

USAID funding forwomen's organizations is channeled through the Asia Foundation based

inPhnom Penh.  The Foundation's two Cambodian gender program officerstogether with

the Foundation's Assistant Representative work closely withfour of the largest women's

organizations in Cambodia whose outreachand links to government, international

organizations, and the broader NGOcommunity are well established.  These are Women

For Prosperity, KhmerWomen's Media Centre, Project Against Domestic Violence, and

KhmerWomen's Voice Centre.  



       Information on the Asia Foundation programs was providedby Muol  Samneang and Sin Kim Sean,
gender program officers, during theauthor's interview with them, 19 October 1998, Phnom Penh; and also
throughthe Foundation's 1997 Annual Report and 1997 Asian PacificProgram Profiles.

       The reasons for this were outlined in the previouschapter.

Beforeawarding funds for a particular project the NGO must present a proposalwhich

explains how it will accomplish its objectives.  At times thisprocess is consultative with

Asia Foundation officers acting asfacilitators in the writing process or hosts at workshops

to helpdefine and target goals.  Projects submitted to the Asia Foundation bywomen's

organizations must fit within the Foundation's strategic genderplan comprised of four

subject categories for women: 1) Basic Rights andSecurity; 2) Political Participation; 3)

Economic and Legal Rights;4) Leadership.75  These subject areas are separate but cross-

cutthe Foundation's overall thematic programming in Human Rights,

Governance,Elections and Journalism.  

Women for Prosperity has helped to promote women in politics throughits training

workshops and outreach to candidates for office, campaignassistants, and non-

governmental organization members, among others.  It'sstellar abilities are often attributed

to the personal qualities ofits director, Ms. Nanda Pok, whose drive, commitment and

communicationskills have made the organization's programs popular and

alsocontroversial.76   The Women's Media Centre (WMC) is equally lauded byAsia

Program officers but for different reasons.  WMC has demonstrated itscapability to plan

its programming and overall goals with a new three yearplan, an almost unknown concept

for most NGOs who struggle fromcontract to contract, often times from month to month,

not knowing whatlies ahead in the future, and without the capability and resources to

planahead.  The WMC envisions establishing its own television station so thatit is not

subject to the programming constraints and politicalagendas of the government stations. 

Funding for this initiative ispresently being sought.  

The KhmerWomen's Voice Centre (KWVC) has been the most problematic of the four



       Personal communiation, Kim McQuay,Assistant Representative, Asia Foundation, 22 October 1998.

       Personalobservations and discussion with staff, June 1997 and October 1998.  Forexample, the director
has tried to allay the cuts to salaries of her staffas a result of funding cutbacks after the July 1997 coup

keyorganizations which receive USAID.77  Thisis due, for the most part, in the

organization's inability to write goodquality proposals and express its strategic planning

ideas to the AsiaProgram.  The seriousness of the problem reached the point where the

AsiaFoundation was reconsidering funding the KWVC.  However,  it wasdecided to

engage a local Asia Program staff member to help KWVC devise anddefine its strategic

planning goals rather than give up ties altogether.Without a change in the management

style of the KWVC, however,  it doesnot seem likely that there will be a long-lasting

benefit from theinput of the Asia Program in assisting with the organization's

strategicplanning.  At least two skilled staff members have left KWVC in the pastyear to

take up positions with other organizations where their skillsare better utilized and

appreciated.   If KWVC could incorporate a trulycollective approach to its management,

where writer's and programmers havemore input into the organization's programs and

proposal-writing,  itslong-term future would be more secure.  For this to happen, KWVC

willneed to hire talented and skilled writers to assist the director inauthoring reports and

helping to direct  the future goals of theorganizaton.  

KWVCreflects, on balance, a quality that is commonly found among local NGOswhose

directors have had little formal education,  or no updating ofeducation obtained in the

1960s, who have had to operate within anintellectually constricted political environment,

and whose staffhave limited skills in administration, accounting, and organization due

tobreak down in society that occurred during the long war years.    On theplus side,

KWVC provides a nurturing environment to its staff, many of whomhave worked together

for several years and who are committed tosurviving salary cuts and the lack of future

growth because of theirloyalty to their director, and their belief in their work.  Many

wereformer school teachers during peace time, and they prefer the challenge and novelty

of working in the NGO sector to the controlled andunderpaid work they had in the state

school system.78  



through her ownpersonal sacrifice, an act that endeared her greatly to herstaff. 

      Author's interview with Kim McQuay, AssistantRepresentative, The Asia Foundation, Phnom Penh.

The fourthorganization which USAID supports is the Project Against Domestic

Violence.(PADV).  The Asia Program officer's positive assessment of the PADV isrelated

to its ability to change its course of action and direction byrethinking its overall position

within the policy environment.  AsKim McQuay stated, by moving from advocacy to

training, PADV staff"understood the importance of tracking their own

institutionalhistory".79  

A novel program of street theatre was designedby PADV, whereby the difficult issue of

domestic violence was staged by alocal comedic theatre company featuring a nationally

famous actor.  Thescript was written and filmed by the Women's Voice Centre in

collaboration with the PADV.  It was then presented as a work in productionto the

University of Fine Arts, Ministry of Justice for feedback.  When theproduction went on

the road it caused a sensation with scores of villagerscrowded into local halls and make-

shift theaters who had been drawnto the event  because of the famous ayai  singer Prum

Mayan.Asia Program officers also toured with the play.  During tense scenes ofphysical

abuse between husbands and wives, the audience reacted by yellingat the abusers to stop

and advising the abused on what to do.  The impacton the audience was so profound, that

PADV decided to do advancetraining for local communities, police and NGOs in the

villages anddistricts where the play was to be performed.  In all, almost half amillion

Cambodians saw the play and were exposed to the difficult andpainful reality of domestic

violence.   According to Kim McQuay, this wasone of the most successful projects that

USAID has funded as it representeda local initiative that received guidance and steering

but no interventionfrom the Foundation's office.  Moreover, the outreach to distantrural

areas which do not normally have access to NGO work of this naturewas novel and hugely

popular.
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A new USAID funded project focusing on women's economic and legalrights is organized

differently from the others because it is initiated bythe Foundation itself instead of by a

women's organization.  This marks thefirst time that USAID funds have been specifically

targeted toeconomic issues.  The first project is a savings and credit program forwomen in

three markets in Phnom Penh which is being implemented with theUrban Sector Group, an

NGO whose activities have not previously addressedwomen.  The concept underpinning

the project is that while womenfigure prominently in markets as the sellers, the

administration, policingand security of the market areas is dominated by men who do not

respond tothe demands of women for credit programs and safe and clean marketsin which

to trade.  The credit program is being designed with not only thegoal of raising incomes

for the very poor class of marketers, but toincrease their knowledge of their rights under

the law and to provideavenues with which to pursue these with positiveoutcomes.80  This

pilot project, inmy opinion, will necessarily run up against opposition from

localgovernment officials whose livelihoods are determined by the payoffs theyreceive

from marketers.  However, this may bring to the fore a keyconstraint on women's ability

to organize themselves and to demandchanges to the way markets are administered: their

lack of knowledge in howto organize themselves into an advocacy group, their inability to

thinkabout the future due to grinding poverty, and the threatening political environment

that pervades markets whose administrators and securityforces are loyal and in the pay of

the ruling political party.  Thepolitical sensitivity of this pilot project was made clear to

Asia Programofficers who were followed after they had approached poor

womenmarketers to discuss their needs and to assess the deplorable conditions inwhich

they worked.81

The nature and focus of other bilateral andmultilateral support for women's organizations



      Author's interview with RosannaBarbero, Overseas Service Bureau of Australia, a long-term consultant
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has differed from that ofUSAID funding in that it has been in safer areas of health,

education andrural development.  For example, the United Nations Fund for Population

Activities (UNFPA) has initiated a national program in women'sreproductive rights, birth

control and birth spacing with the Ministry ofHealth and several women's NGOs active in

this sector; developmentassistance for women in agriculture and rice production is

carriedout by UNDP and the Cambodia Area Rehabilitation and Regeneration

Project(CARERE); children's health and rights are provided core support by UNICEF;and

the related issues of prostitution, AIDS, and trafficking of women andchildren is funded by

Forum Syd.  Oxfam Great Britain is in theprocess of incorporating gender components

into each of its programs butits outreach to women's organizations is limited and

constrained by thelimited development of its new programming.   Beyond these

majorfunders, the financing of women's organizations is largely done throughembassy

funds of Australia, Canada, France on a project basis.  

Sources of Tension andCooperation

The complex nature of relationships betweenWestern feminists and their Cambodian

colleagues who come from differentintellectual traditions and cultural worlds have sparked

inevitabletensions and misunderstandings.   Cambodian and Western women pointedout

this issue was problematic in the early 1990s when local NGOswere heavily dependent on

foreign advisors and consultants and each sideexperienced frustrations in attempting to

reach the goal of localself-administration.   Said one long-term foreign representative of

abilateral program: "It was only after a year of coming here to the officeevery day and

talking to the staff that I realized that they didn't have aclue as to what I was talking

about.  They would nod and smile when Italked so I assumed they understood about the

feminist issues andconcepts I was using, but in reality there was very little

comprehensionabout these, and so I realized that I had to find out their perceptions

andthen fit these to my own understandings instead.  It's been a goodlearning process." 82 



Not all Western advisors are so frank, however, or make thecommitment of time

necessary to understand the Cambodian cultural context.What this example brings to light

is the wide gap in perceptions andunderstandings between Third World and Western

feminists working inCambodia on the one hand, who have had the benefit of decades of

debate andexperience to inform their views, and Cambodian women who have been cut

offfrom the world for the last thirty years and who have not yetintellectually digested the

diverse feminisms that have made globalimpacts and which continue to evolve.

It is my judgment that foreign advisors, whether Western or from otherAsian countries,

are often viewed by their local counterparts as beingsuperior for their higher education,

social status and position in the NGOcommunity.  Local Cambodians therefore place

themselves in a sociallyinferior positions as befitting the Cambodian social hierarchy of

personalinter-relationships which exists between all members of society.   Thenotion of

equality is not an indigenous concept, or at least, is understooddifferently in the

Cambodian cultural context from a European andWestern one.  For this reason, there is

built-in to most foreign-Cambodianrelationships an inherently unequal status, which can

have the appearanceand dynamics of neo-colonialism if these issues are not

acknowledgedand dealt with in building the relationships between Cambodian andnon-

Cambodian advisors, mentors, and funders.  This is a subject which israrely discussed

openly, however, and should be on the agenda of NGOdiscourse more generally.  

Tension arising from cultural clashes and misunderstandings betweeninternational and

local women who work together is also not frequentlytalked about except in confidence,

and rarely as an item for public debate.A main frustration among Cambodian women's

activists is the lack offirsthand cultural awareness and understanding that international

NGOrepresentatives have when they first arrive in-country so that many monthsare spent

by each side trying to communicate about issues that neither sidemay be understanding

clearly.  And with people coming in for a yearhere and there, instead of long-term

commitments, indigenous NGOs need tobe selective in forming their partnerships.    There

are very few NGOworkers who have committed themselves to learning the Khmer



languagein spite of being in-country for years.  Their world is lived apart fromindigenous

NGOs after office hours, and the clubs, restaurants and bars inPhnom Penh are patronized

by members of the international community and notby Cambodians.  This is a sensitive

issue and one that indigenousNGOs hesitate to comment on critically as they are

financially dependentupon the international community but also increasingly resentful of

theincome gap that exists between local and foreigners who worktogether.  The

postmodern concerns of inequality, racism andneo-colonialism that have come to the fore

in countries such as India, thePhilippines and Thailand in their review of relationships with

Westernfeminists has not come of age in Cambodia.  This too, will eventuatethrough a

growing self-awareness and confidence and experience with thelarger world of gender-

related intellectual debates and activist networks.At this stage, women's organizations in

Cambodia are just coming into theirown sense of self-awareness and have not yet the

vision or capacityto reach beyond local worlds in order to establish relationships

withregional and international networks of women's organizations. Sponsorshipof

Cambodian women's attendance at international conferences is stillarranged by foreign

donors.  However, with growing awareness and knowledge,women's organizations may be

able to design their own learning agendasseparately from the foreign donors once they

make their own connectionswith regional and global networks of other indigenous

women's NGOs.

The situation of economicdependency also creates conditions for areas of tension to

emerge betweenindigenous women's organizations and local branches of NGOs and

PVOs.  Noneof two dozen women's organization activists we met with felt

comfortableaddressing this issue, and assured us that their programs were oftheir own

design and that they did not feel compelled to follow donoragendas.  In part this is

because women's organizations today are much lessdependent on foreigners for their day-

to-day administration than theywere at the beginning of the 1990s.  Budgeting and

research design is stillguided by foreign consultants for the most part, however.  

What several women's organizationsrepresentatives did discuss, however, was the need to
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continue to buildskills and confidence among their staff so that their programs and

overallobjectives reflect their own voices, and emerge out of the particularneeds and

understandings of the Cambodian context,  even when thismeans sacrificing funding at

times. 83 

Another concern raised was incontinuing with programming which is not readily

supported by thegovernment.  In this regard, women's organization representatives

expressedsome concern that when they did face obstacles in implementing programsfrom

local authorities, they needed public and vocal support frominternational agencies to

overcome them.

It has not yet been the case that women's organizationshave been left out of the funding

loop as a result of competition amongthemselves for international assistance.  However,

this could happen in thenear future when the organizational capacities and

programmaticoutcomes of the past years are assessed by donors.  Moreover, in the

nextdecade, Cambodia is less likely to receive generous internationalassistance it was

provided with in the 1990s due to the Asian economiccrisis and to overall donor-fatigue

with a Cambodian government whoserepeated breakdowns and reversions to political

violence make the countryless attractive than other more needy countries in the Third

World.



Chapter 5

Lessons Learned

Programmatic and policy lessons that can be drawn from assistance towomen's

organizations need to be made within a consultative environmentwith NGOs themselves

and should include a means to make recommendations ina confidential and anonymous

manner.  This will be a difficult stepto accomplish as the knowledge gap between the

funders and NGOs is stillenormous and will take years to bridge for dialogue based on

equality totake place.

One of the mostpressing policy considerations I foresee in Cambodia will be in thepolitical

arena.  There has already been several instances of politicalbacklash from government

authorities attuned to the potentialradicalization of women in politics and in society and

transformationof gender roles that threatens traditional sources of male power

andauthoritarian power structures.  Non-governmental organizations are themajor building

blocks of civil society in Cambodia and women'sorganizations are emerging as having the

potential to be the mostoutspoken and pro-active of this sector because of their

organizationalsophistication, programmatic impacts on social relations within families,kin

groups, and local officials and community members in matters ofeconomic development,

health issues, prostitution and HIV concerns, andpolitical participation.  No other NGOs

have the capacity to initiate suchfar reaching social change that is linked to political

development.  Aslong as women's organizations were operating as limited and

marginalNGOs, they were not noticed by the government or targeted for

censure.However, they are emerging as being important in the NGO sector andchallenging

the male-based authoritarian power structures that have keptwomen in subservient

positions within Cambodian society.  

What will be USAID's response toNGOs it has supported over the years who will

inevitably face repressivemeasures by government officials and ministries who view their

projects aspolitically threatening?  This is a question that came to the fore  



during the acute political crisis of August and September1998 whereby opposition

political parties organized pro-democracydemonstrations which were not only supported

by vast numbers of ordinaryCambodians but also by people who have been working in the

NGOcommunity, and who as educated and informed voters, provided moral supportto the

movement.   Cambodian NGOs including those of women's organizations,have however,

been extremely careful not to back any one political party,and did not publicly participate

in the pro-democracy demonstrationsof August 1998.  Doing so would have risked arrest, 

imprisonment  and theclosure of office.  

Many Khmerand international NGO workers complain of the government's reluctance

totake gender issues seriously at a time when Cambodian society is undergoingrapid

change, much of it considered negative for women.   Such viewsrepresent a recent trend in

Cambodia whereby women are formulatingviews that are not consistent with state

objectives.  How these contendingviews will play out future remains to be seen.  However

USAID should beprepared for a time when NGOs may be faced with having their offices

closed down, their directors and staff threatened, and their activitiescurtailed if they are

perceived to be proceeding too quickly withdemocratization drives which the government

does not support.

In conclusion,  the following points may beuseful in improving the capacity and future

growth of women' sorganizations: 

* Provideadvisors and mentors to help indigenous organizations articulate andtranslate

concepts into concrete proposals.

* Acknowledge and take measures to address thepatron-client management style that

frustrates interactive and consensualworking relationships and retains power in the

position of director who mayor may not be competent.

*Incorporate sponsorship programs for Cambodian women in middle and upperlevel



positions to study in short-term or semester-based academic programsin  Asian, European

and North American universities that will help bridgethe gap between activists and

academics and provide educationnecessary for Cambodians to take senior positions in

internationalagencies, and in bilateral and multilateral programs.

*  Support mechanisms required to helpnegotiate difficult and tense relationships with

government ministries orgovernment officials.  

*  Supportregional linkages among women's organizations with similar programobjectives

through sponsorship of conference attendance and via internetand email communications.

* Assistthe outreach of urban-based women's organizations to rural areas by fundingthe

establishment of local branch offices in provincial offices.

 



Appendix A

List of Women's Organizations in Cambodia

(correct as of Dec 1998)

1. Association of Nuns and Laywomen of Cambodia (ANLWC)
Wat Onalom, Phnom Penh
Ms. Chan Sobunvy, Secretary General, mobile tel:015-913 307

2. CambodianWomen's Crisis Centre (CWCC)
#21,Street 282, PO Box 2421, Phnom Penh
Ms. OungChanthol,  Director, Tel 720723 Email cwccct@forum.org.kh

3. Cambodian Women'sDevelopment Agency (CWDA)
No. 19, Street242, Khan 7 Makara, Phnom Penh
Fax/phone (85523) 367 173,  mobile: 015 917-679
Ms. Kien SereyPhal, President.  Email: cwda@bigpond.com.kh

4. Cambodian Women's League forDevelopment (CWLD)
No. 93,Street 141, Sangkat Vealvong, Khan 7 Makara, Phnom Penh
Ms. Sam Monkia, Director

5. Cambodian Women's League for Human Rights and Development (CWLHRD)
No. 22, Street 178, Khan DaunPenh, Phnom Penh
Ms. Em Sovannary,President

6. Indradevi
No 23 E1, Street 184,
Khan Daun Penh, Phnom Penh
Ms.Dy Ratha, President

7 Khemera
Wat Ottaravatei,Mittapheap
District of Russei Keo
PO Box 1250, Phnom Penh
Tel/Fax 023-360 134
Ms. Korm Chanthan,Director

8. Khmer Women'sVoice Centre (KWVC)
No. 22,Street 29, Tonle Bassac, Chamcar Mon
PO Box 590, PhnomPenh
Tel: (855 23) 721032; email:seametr@forum.org.kh
Ms. Koy Veth,Director



9. Human Rightsand Community Outreach Projects (OUTREACH)
No. 17, Street 213, Veal Vong, 7 Makara
Phnom Penh
Tel: 015-913 503
Mr. Srey Chan Phallara, President

10. Project Against Domestic Violence (PADV)
No.  23, Street 278, SangkatKeng Kong 1, Khan Chamcar Mon
PO Box 2459; Tel(855 23) 721 654 Email: padvc@pactok.peg.apc.org
Ms. Sar Samen, Executive Director

11. Women for Prosperity (WFP)
No. 19 Street 163, Khan 7Makara, Phnom Penh
Tel: 015 916-304
Ms. Nanda Pok, President

12. Women's Media Centre of Cambodia (WMCC)
No. 64, Street 111, Phnom Penh
Tel:(85523) 364 882; Email: wmc@pactok.peg.apc.org

Provincial Women'sNGOs

1. Aphiwat Strey(Women's Development)
258 Street 3, Kompong KraberVillage, Svay Por Commune, Battambang 

province
Tong Tavrin c/o Oxfam UK

2. Association for the Disabled Soldiers, Widows and Orphans
Road 13, Oreussey 1 Village, Oreussey commune, Kratiedistrict, Kratie province
c/o Medicine SansFrontieres
Yim Lang Hun

3. Association Lumiere des Femmes Rurals
62-1583 Mithapheap Khmer Laos Prek Eng commune, Kien Svay, Kandal

province
San Simoan, tel: 361 053

4. Cambodian Association for Assistance toFamilies and Widows
Banteay Meanchey ProvincialTown
Sour Y Yong

5. Help the Widows
PrekTa Chrouk village, Prek Kory commune, Saang district, Kandal province
Suan Sareth, tel: c/o Cooperative Committee ofCambodia, Phnom Penh



6. Kratie Women's Welfare Association
Sre Sadaovillage, Oreussey commune, Kratie district, Kratie province
Yos Thy, c/o PACT

7. Women's Service Organization
KongNoy village, Kong Noy Commune, Kandal province
SreySokhon, tel 018-815 462



Appendix B
Women's Organizations Briefs

The following briefs cover four organizationswhich were chosen because they represent a

broadspectrum of women'sactivism in religious, social, political and media affairs.  The

first twoorganizations profiled do not receive USAID and the last two do receive USAID.

Association of Nunsand Laywomen of Cambodia
Wat Onalom, Phnom Penh
Ms. Chan Sobunvy, Secretary General, mobile tel:015-913 307

The Association ofNuns and Laywomen of Cambodia (ANLWC) was formed in 1995 by

Chan Sobunvywith over 100 a hundred nuns and other women representing 15

provinces.The inspiration for the association came from the sacred position thatBuddhism

has in Cambodia as the "soul of the nation", representingone pillar of the nation's motto

Nation, Religion, King.  The war years hada devastating impact on Buddhism as many

monks and nuns were defrocked,temples destroyed,  used as sites of killings by the

murderous KhmerRouge, and Cambodian people were denied the freedom to practice

religiousrites and ceremonies.   The dearth of learned Buddhist scholars, and thelimited

ability of the state to provide funds for rebuilding of temples andschools for novice monks

led to concern by ANLWC that  Buddhism hasstill not recovered its central place in

Khmer culture.  Moreover, duringthe tenuous recovery of Buddhism, the position of nuns

and laywomen hasbeen largely neglected by Buddhist monks.  Nuns are tasked with

domestic chores in the temple compounds where they live, and cook, clean andcare for the

monks.  Their religious knowledge and crucial role ofintermediaries between lay peoples

and the monks has been unrecognized andunder-utilized.  

The ANLWCwas formed in order to restore the spiritual and religious authority tonuns

that they once had in pre-war Cambodia and to initiate reform withinBuddhist temples so

that monks recognize the important role that nuns canand should play within the

community as religious authorities, asadvocates of social justice, and as spiritual mentors

to a traumatizednation.  



The main activities ofthe ANLWC revolve around the teaching of the Buddhist Dhamma

or spiritualteachings of the Buddha to nuns in member temples across the country. 

Todate, 5,000 nuns belong to the association and have participated in Dhammatraining

and education.  This training is the foundation of knowledgethat nuns require to realize

their self-worth.  It is also anticipated thatreligious education for nuns will give birth to a

new generation of nunswhocan become advocates for gender reform within the male

Buddhisthierarchy.  

The ANLWC believesthat nuns and laywomen can be active participants in the process

ofbuilding civil society and democratization in Cambodia.  As Chan Sobunvystated,

"poverty of knowledge leads to poverty of culture and this in turnleads to oppression". 

The ANLWC has been active in the process ofreconciling the Khmer Rouge remnant

troops to Cambodian society.  Forexample, in 1997, the Khmer Rouge invited the

ANLWC to come to their baseat Malai in Western Cambodia so that nuns could teach

soldiers aboutthe concept of human rights and its connection to Buddhism.  And during

thepro-democracy demonstrations of August and September 1998,  nuns andlaywomen

within the ANLWC supported actions by Buddhist monks who stageddemonstrations by

preparing placards and making food fordemonstrators.  The price they paid was high,

however, as police stormedtemples and accused nuns and monks of being "enemies of the

government".However, the ANLWC remains committed to the principle of nuns and

monks asactive participants in the democratization process.  

In addition to workshops on Buddhistteachings, human rights and democracy, the

ANLWC plans to open socialservice centres in the provinces for the elderly, for ill people,

and thosewhose family members are not able to provide for them.  The socialcentres will

train nuns in the use of traditional medicines andfunding is to be sought within each

community.

The annual budget of the ANLWC is $30,000 per year,  afraction of most NGO budgets. 

This is because the nuns themselves raisemoney within their communities to pay for their



activities and training,thus involving villagers and lay people in the process ofstrengthening

and redefining Buddhism, and empowering women.



Cambodian Women's Development Agency (CWDA)
No. 19, Street 242, Khan 7 Makara, Phnom Penh
Fax/phone (855 23) 367 173,  mobile: 015 917-679
Ms. Kien Serey Phal, President.  Email: cwda@bigpond.com.kh

The Cambodian Women's DevelopmentAgency, a feminist NGO, grew out of the

dissolution of the Phnom PenhMunicipality Women' s Association in 1993.   The CWDA

has a core staff of24 women and over 300 volunteers who assist with the agencies

projectscountry-wide.

The goalof the CWDA is to enhance the capacities of women in Cambodia's

overallnational development through the following programs:

*promoting women's rights through lobbyefforts in government, creating local venues and

workshops for women'sforums

*HIV/AIDS awarenessprogram involves conducting surveys among sex workers and

providingeducation on hygiene, STDs and AIDS to sex workers based in brothels

inPhnom Penh and in the provinces

*Literacy programs for women have been established through the Agencyoffice with the

participation of 348 women who themselves decide on theschedules and the lesson plans.  

CWDA also works incooperation with other NGOs in building literacy programs for

women.

*Child Care centers have beenestablished in 20 locations with over 400 children to enable

women toenroll in income-generation and literacy projects established by CWDAand/or

other NGOs

*FamilyPlanning Outreach to rural communities where birth spacing and birthcontrol are

taught.  Condoms and pills are provided to those whoparticipate.



* Vocational Trainingto unemployed women and young women who have not finished

secondaryschooling.  Courses include office skills, computers, accounting, typing inKhmer

and English, and hospitality.

*Income Generation Program for 3500 poor widows in 25 communities,including loans to

cover the cost of starting small businesses in raisingcows, vegetable cultivation for

marketers, silk weaving, and cow banks

In addition to these programs, theCWDA has pioneered research into the trafficking of

prostitutes incooperation with the Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women.  The

projectis based on participatory feminist research in several provinces wherebyresearchers

and commercial sex workers collaborate on informationcollection and analysis.  Further,

the researchers are providing theinformation to the government and lobbying for measures

to preventtrafficking from further escalating.  The CWDA has also opened arefuge for

victims of trafficking in Phnom Penh which can accommodate 20women at one time.  The

agency is networking with other women'sorganizations such as the Khmer Women's Voice

Centre, Khemara, the Women'sMedia Centre and the Project Against Domestic Violence

to raiseawareness and to collaborate on finding strategies to fight this problem inconcert

with the municipal government and the Ministry of Women'sAffairs.

Internationalassistance to the CWDA comes from the Overseas Bureau of Australia

andthrough project grants from the United Nations Centre for Human Rights andlocal

embassies in Phnom Penh.



Women'sMedia Centre of Cambodia (WMCC)
No. 64, Street 111,Phnom Penh
Tel: (85523) 364 882; Email:wmc@pactok.peg.apc.org

TheWomen's Media Centre was established in 1995 as a politically neutraltelevision and

radio media organization which produces its own programsabout women in politics,

society and the economy from a genderedperspective.   The goal of WMC is to transform

gender stereotypes byencouraging women's participation in the media and to

providerepresentations of women in positive and empowering roles.  WMC alsodefines its

role as developing the media with training, and lobbying forthe participation of women in

the mainstream industry.   The WMCmission statement states:  "As a result of war and

continued politicalturmoil there are few women journalists in Cambodia.  Pubic awareness

ofhow social issues affect women is also very low.  WMC was born from amovement to

publicize these issues and to improve the participationand portrayal of women in the

media."  

The means to this goal is through the production ofdocumentary and drama programs,

short films, comedic shows, and newsmagazines that cover a wide range of topics in the

areas of health,education, politics, and human rights.  WMC broadcasts a weekly TV

series about serious and controversial social issues that are relevant towomen's lives which

may range from the problem of trafficking of women andchildren, to the plight of single

headed female households, to jobstereotyping and discrimination in the work place.

WMC offers its services to NGOs, governmentand international agencies who wish to use

visual media in theirprogramming.  Its all-women staff also organize workshops for

women whowish to enter the field of media by providing training in use of film,video and

radio equipment.  Information workshops and conferences arealso organized for the

mainstream media so that journalists are made awareof gender stereotyping and become

more sensitive in presenting news andsocial issues that include women's perspectives and

non-negativestereotyping.

The WMC has a libraryof its several hundred radio and video productions which members



of the NGOcommunity, government and international agencies can borrow for

educationalpurposes.  

Future planningincludes an creating a television studio and television station where

WMCand commissioned productions can be filmed and broadcast throughout thecountry. 

The rationale for the television studio comes from thedifficulties WMC has encountered

with the national and governmentcontrolled stations having politically sensitive material

broadcast and infinding time slots that would reach the target audience.  

Funding for WMC comes primarily from USAID andfrom a number of smaller project

funds of local embassies such as theCanada Fund and international agencies.



Womenfor Prosperity (WFP)
No. 19 Street 163, Khan 7Makara, Phnom Penh
Tel: 015 916-304
Ms. Nanda Pok, President

Women for Prosperity was established in 1994 by Nanda Pok, anAmerican-Cambodian

woman who returned to Cambodia to establish an NGOdedicated to the betterment of

women.  The brief of WFP is to "empowerwomen in the exercise of their rights, on equal

terms with men,through leadership and economic development." (WFP brochure 1998).

The WFP has developed two programsto achieve these objectives.  The first is leadership

training for women.In this program, women who are in positions of authority

governmentministries, bureaucracies, political parties and non-governmentalorganizations

are invited to training sessions for up to one-weekwhere they are taught about

management, administration, interpersonalskills, self-presentation and assertiveness skills

by staff members and byguest speakers from the government and business community.  

The second program is "Women'sParticipation in Pubic Affairs".  In this program, women

who are interestedin joining or leading political parties or becoming more active inpolitical

affairs are provided information and guidance in seeking theirgoals.  In the run-up to the

1998 elections, USAID funded a majortraining project in which women from 10 provinces

in local government,women in political parties, and women activists in NGOs participated

inworkshops and training sessions to provide them with skills in how torun for pubic

office.  They were taught about elections, campaignstrategies, the role of the media in

spreading their message to voters, andon general management skills.  Women from

different political partiesparticipated in the training sessions and provided a venue to

discussthe national importance of enhancing women's role in the political life thenation.

WFP is the onlywomen's organization that specifically targets women in

leadershippositions at all levels of government and in the NGO community.  Itnetworks

with other women's organizations, political parties and theMinistry of Women's Affairs in

order to raise awareness of promotingwomen in all levels of government and encouraging



women to participate moreequally as candidates for office.  

Funding comes from USAID through the Asia Foundation.   

Appendix C
List ofInterviews

05/10 Ministry ofWomen's Affairs, Acting Minister--Ms. Im Run
Cambodian Women's Development Association--Ms. Kien Serey Phal

06/10 Women's Association of Cambodia--Ms.Youm Chhim, Director
Cambodia Women's CrisisCentre--Ms. Oung Chantal, Director

07/10 Women's Association of Cambodia--Ms. Chhim Paney,Librarian
Women's Media Centre--Ms. Chea Sundaeth,Director of Radio Program;
Ms. Som Khemra,Director of TV Program

09/10 Gender and Development Programme for Cambodia--Ros Sopheap and 
Chhay Kim Sore,  Trainers and Educators
Ministry of Women's Affairs, Ms. Chou Bun Eng, InspectorGeneral

10/10 Meeting withMs. Ung Vanna, for survey labor

12/10 National Archives, Mr. Peter Arfanis, Archivist

13/10 Amara Women's NGO, Committee forFree and Fair Elections Board 
Member, Ms. Yok Khoan

CARE International NGO, Ms. Suan Champu, Project Manager, Girl'sEducation 
Assisantance Project
Mr. BobMcGlaughlin, Education Advisor, CARE International

14/10 UNDP/CARERE, (Cambodia Area andRehabilitation and Regeneration 
Project,  Mr. Joel Charny, DeputyProgramme Manager

Cambodian Women's DevelopmentAgency, Ms. Rosanna Barbero, Advisor

16/10 Women for Prosperity, Ms. Nanda Pok, Director

19/10  Asia Foundation, Ms. Sin Kim Sean,Program Officer, Women's Economic  
and Legal Rights Program
Ms. Moul Samneang, Program Officer for Women'sProgram

 
20/10 Oxfam GreatBritain, Ms. Prok Vanny, Gender Specialist

 



21/10 UNICEF Library; Project Against DomesticViolence (PADV), Huot 
Thavory, Education Program Assistant
 Cambodia Women's Development Association, Ms. PunPhanna, Staff Member

 22/10Women's Media Centre, Video Documentary Viewing;
Asia Foundation, Mr. Kim McQuay, Assistant Representative

23/10 Ministry of Planning, Report onGender and Development
LICADO Human Rights NGO, Ms.Kek Galabru, Director

26/10 Women's and Nun's Association, Ms. Chan Sobunvy 
27/10 Khemera

28/10 Ministry ofHealth, National Aids Office, Mr. Heng Sopheab, MD, Outreach 
Officer

 


